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To my students, past and present, at The George Washington University, 
International Space University, and The Catholic University of America. 
Thank you for listening, and then going on to make me proud of your 
accomplishments. 
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Preface 


This book has had an extremely long gestation period. Understanding its 
evolution is important to an appreciation of its character and intent. 

My involvement with President John F. Kennedy’s role in the race to the 
Moon began as I prepared my doctoral dissertation in political science at 
New York University in the late 1960s, even as I began my academic career in 
Washington, DC, at The Catholic University of America in September 1966. 
I actually signed a contract to publish the dissertation before I defended it. 
As I moved from Catholic to The George Washington University in 1970, 
the MIT Press brought out a hardcover edition of the dissertation as The 
Decision to Go to the Moon: Project Apollo and the National Interest. The 
University of Chicago Press published a paperback edition in 1976. (Asa side 
note, working on the study of the Apollo decision provided an opportunity 
to be present at the July 16, 1969, launch of the Apollo 11 mission, and also 
the Apollo 14 and Apollo 17 launches. Those experiences alone were worth 
the effort that went into research and writing the dissertation and subse- 
quent book.) 

My detailed study of the decision-making process by which President 
Kennedy became convinced that it was in the national interest for the United 
States to enter, with the intent of winning, the space race with the Soviet 
Union has been described as “classic” and “powerful and seminal” by lead- 
ing space historian Roger Launius.' Such an assessment is, of course, very 
gratifying. But as the years passed, I became increasingly dissatisfied with 
the completeness of the study’s narrative elements. The basic story stood 
the test of time, but because my research for the book was carried out even 
before Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin reached the Moon, only a very lim- 
ited base of primary documents on which to base the study was available. 
The John F. Kennedy Presidential Library had not yet opened, and Lyndon 
B. Johnson was still president. That meant the narrative lacked the fullness 
made possible only by using the documentary record; also, many oral histo- 
ries discussing the Kennedy presidency were not yet available. The flip side 
of this situation was that the events and considerations that led to the deci- 
sion to go to the Moon were still fresh in the minds of the key participants 
in that decision, and I was fortunate enough to be able to interview most of 
them. Of those involved with the decision to go to the Moon, only Robert 
McNamara and President Johnson declined interview requests; of course, by 
that time both John and Robert Kennedy had been assassinated. Early on, 
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NASA chief historian Gene Emme and through him NASA administrator 
James Webb became convinced that I was trying to prepare an unbiased 
account of the decision process, and their support greatly facilitated my 
research. Thus the 1970 book was based primarily on my interviews with 
participants in the decision process and the secondary literature, although I 
was able to gain access to a few key documents. That meant that the story of 
JFK’s lunar landing decision was not complete. 

I also came to realize that I had totally missed an important theme in 
President Kennedy’s thinking in the January—May 1961 period. His first 
instinct on coming to the White House had been to seek cooperation in 
space with the Soviet Union, not competition. Even after he announced his 
decision to send Americans to the Moon on May 25, 1961, Kennedy had 
suggested to Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev, as they met face-to-face for 
the only time ten days later in Vienna, that the United States and the Soviet 
Union should go to the Moon together. Khrushchev responded negatively, 
and at least for the time being, the cooperative alternative was foreclosed. 
There was no mention of this alternative path in the 1970 book. 

I also came to realize that I had told only one part of the story of John 
F. Kennedy and the lunar landing program. Achieving large-scale objectives 
through government action has two requirements. One is a well-crafted 
decision on what objective to pursue. I believe that JFK’s lunar landing 
decision was indeed an example of choosing a course of action only after 
careful thought and examination of possible alternatives. But turning a 
decision into action, and carrying that action through to completion, is also 
needed for success. While there have been a number of studies of Project 
Apollo that examined its technical and management elements, surprisingly 
I found that there had been no focused attention paid to the actions and 
decisions of President Kennedy and his White House associates from May 
1961 through November 1963 that generated the political will needed to 
mobilize the financial and human resources which made the lunar landing 
program possible. 

This recognition led me in 1998 to propose to the NASA Headquarters 
History Office a comprehensive study of John F. Kennedy and the U.S. space 
program. Then NASA administrator Dan Goldin and his associate admin- 
istrator for policy and plans Lori Garver (now NASA deputy administra- 
tor) gave top-level support to my request, and NASA’s chief historian Roger 
Launius approved a modest contract to help me get started. Over the next 
several years, I carried out a first round of gathering primary documents 
and other material from the Kennedy Library and the NASA Historical 
Reference Collection at NASA’s headquarters, and drafted a few parts of the 
book. But my duties as professor and director of the Space Policy Institute of 
George Washington University’s Elliott School of International Affairs, plus 
a seemingly unquenchable appetite for international travel, took me away 
from sustained writing. 

I never lost my interest in finishing the study, however. As I prepared to 
leave GW’s active teaching faculty in June 2008, once again it was Roger 
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Launius, by now senior curator in the Space History Department at the 
Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum, who suggested that I apply 
for the museum’s most senior fellowship, the Charles A. Lindbergh Chair in 
Aerospace History. I was awarded that position, and from September 2008 
through August 2009, I was in residence at the museum, finishing another 
round of research in the Kennedy Library and the NASA archives and get- 
ting most of the writing of a first draft completed. As I finished a chapter 
draft, both Mike Neufeld, chair of the museum’s space history department 
and Wernher von Braun biographer, and Roger Launius provided very useful 
comments. I returned to GW’s Space Policy Institute as professor emeritus 
in September 2009, and finished my research and drafting of the manuscript 
there. 

The current study is thus much more than a warmed-over version of my 
1970 book. It adds a great deal of new material to the account of the initial 
decision-making process in that study, providing a fuller understanding of 
the factors at play as Kennedy made his choice. In addition, the MIT Press 
graciously provided its permission to incorporate as much of the contents 
of the earlier book into the new manuscript as I wished, and I have drawn 
upon many text passages and used almost all of the earlier interview material 
in crafting this narrative. In doing so, I have tried not lose any of the quali- 
ties that have made The Decision to Go to the Moon the standard account of 
that decision. The earlier book ended with President Kennedy’s speech to a 
joint session of Congress on May 25, 1961, in which he announced: “We 
should go to the Moon.” This new study carries the story until the tragic day 
in Dallas when Kennedy’s presidency was so abruptly terminated. Even on 
November 22, 1963, John Kennedy was intending to speak in positive terms 
about the future of the U.S. space program. 

I have attempted to maintain throughout this study a focus on the deci- 
sions and actions of President John F, Kennedy, his inner circle of advisers 
who made decisions and took actions on behalf of the president, the career 
executive office staff who supported the Kennedy presidency, and the agency 
heads with whom the president interacted. Kennedy before he was inaugu- 
rated assigned a lead role in space policy to his vice president-elect, Lyndon 
B. Johnson, and I have also characterized Johnson’s role with respect to 
space decisions during the Kennedy administration. What I have not done, 
except when it was necessary to understand deliberations at the White House 
level, is give much attention to the technical and management aspects of 
Project Apollo itself. There is a very large literature on those topics.” 

This study is not a complete account of John F. Kennedy and the American 
space program. Providing such an account was my original aspiration, but the 
realities of time and page count led to a decision to focus only on Kennedy 
and the race to the Moon, since that is the singular space achievement with 
which Kennedy will forever be associated. John Kennedy personally had only 
limited involvement in the steps taken during his administration to bring 
communication satellites into early use. But he was deeply involved in mak- 
ing sure that there were no international restrictions placed on the ability 
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of the United States to operate photoreconnaissance satellites, in limiting 
the spread of military conflict into the new environment of outer space, and 
in banning tests of nuclear weapons beyond the atmosphere. In his annual 
address to the General Assembly of the United Nations in 1961 and 1962, he 
laid out the principles that became the basis of the 1967 Outer Space Treaty. 
Kennedy also became personally involved with all seven Mercury astro- 
nauts and particularly friendly with the first American to orbit the Earth, 
John Glenn. The astronauts represented a personality type quite attractive 
to Kennedy and about which he had written about in his book Profiles in 
Courage—individuals who had responded successfully to challenging cir- 
cumstances. So there is more to be written about Kennedy and space than is 
contained in this study. 

While this narrative draws on what is available in the documentary record 
and has the benefit of interviews and oral histories that took place close to 
the events being discussed, it can never be really complete. One cannot know 
which of the many memoranda addressed to President Kennedy he actually 
read, and of those he read, to what issues and views he gave most attention. 
Kennedy enjoyed discussing policy issues with his advisers and associates; 
few of those conversations can be re-created. (A fascinating exception is the 
tape recording of a November 21, 1962, cabinet room meeting during which 
Kennedy and James Webb debated Apollo’s priority. What Kennedy said in 
this private meeting, including the phrase “I’m not that interested in space,” 
is rather different than his public rhetoric.) John Kennedy’s brother Robert 
was his closest confidant, but there is a very limited record of their discus- 
sions about the U.S. space program. So inevitably this study is a reconstruc- 
tion of history based on extensive, but still partial, evidence. 

Given the more than a decade over which I have been working on this 
book, there are many people to thank, and I am bound to have forgotten 
to mention some who deserve recognition. It is obvious that I owe multiple 
expressions of gratitude to Roger Launius, and it is only fitting that this 
book is part of the Palgrave Studies in the History of Science and Technology 
series of which Roger is co-editor. At NASA, in addition to the original sup- 
port provided by Lori Garver and Dan Goldin, I want to thank archivist Jane 
Odom and Colin Fries and Liz Suchow of the NASA History Office for their 
responsiveness in helping me locate key documents and other research mate- 
rial. The research staff of the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library has been 
supportive during my many visits to the library; Maryrose Grossman was 
particularly helpful in digging through the photo archives to locate several 
of the images included in this book. (I must add my frustration in not being 
able to access a still unreleased audio tape of a meeting between President 
Kennedy and NASA administrator James Webb on September 18, 1963, 
during which Kennedy told Webb of his plans to invite the Soviet Union to 
join the United States in sending people to the Moon as he addressed the 
United Nations General Assembly two days later.) I had a very productive 
visit to the Lyndon B. Johnson Presidential Library in March 2010; the staff 
there was also very helpful. 
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I, of course, have to express thanks to the Smithsonian Institution for 
the offer of the Lindbergh Chair; without that year to focus on my writing, 
I might still be procrastinating. Mike Neufeld and his colleagues in the 
Department of Space History at the National Air and Space Museum were 
welcoming; I felt quite comfortable working in their midst. 

George Washington students Krystal Brun and Megan Ansdell and MIT 
student Teasel Muir-Harmony provided occasional but valuable research 
assistance. My colleague Dwayne Day read the draft manuscript and pro- 
vided useful comments while also catching my many typos. My successor 
as director of the Space Policy Institute, Professor Scott Pace, welcomed 
me back to GW after my year at the museum. I am proud of having created 
the Space Policy Institute in 1987 and of the accomplishments of the many 
students who have learned about space policy there, my first students dur- 
ing my years at Catholic University four decades ago, and the young people 
from many countries I encounter during my continuing involvement with 
International Space University; these students, together with what I have 
written through the years, are my lasting heritage, and it is to them that this 
book is dedicated. 

At Palgrave Macmillan, Chris Chappell has been enthusiastic about this 
study, and I have appreciated his guidance in getting the manuscript into 
print. Sarah Whalen and Heather Faulls have been very helpful in shepherd- 
ing the manuscript through the production process. I also welcomed the very 
useful comments by several anonymous reviewers of my book proposal. 

It goes without saying that I am responsible for any errors in this account 
and for the interpretations of all the actions and decisions detailed herein. 

In 1970, I dedicated The Decision to Go to the Moon to my wife Roslyn. 
Forty-one years later, she is still my wife and still a constant source of sup- 
port and encouragement. She deserves in gratitude much more than a book 
dedication. 
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Prologue 


“We Should Go to the Moon” 


O, May 25, 1961, President John F. Kennedy, then just over four months 
in the White House, addressed a joint session of Congress to deliver what was 
billed as a second State of the Union address on “Urgent National Needs.” 
Before the assembled senators and representatives and a national television 
audience, Kennedy declared: “I believe that this nation should commit itself 
to achieving the goal, before this decade is out, of landing a man on the 
moon and returning him safely to earth.” Later in his speech, he reiterated: 
“T believe that we should go to the moon.” Sixteen months later, in his most 
memorable space speech, made before a crowd of 40,000 at Rice University 
in Houston, Texas, Kennedy gave this reason for undertaking the lunar jour- 
ney: “We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, 
not because they are easy, but because they are hard, because that goal will 
serve to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills, because 
that challenge is one that we are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to 
postpone, and one which we intend to win.”! 

John Kennedy was a very unlikely candidate to decide to send Americans 
to the Moon. He had shown little interest in space issues in his time as a sena- 
tor or during his presidential campaign. According to one journalist who had 
close ties with Kennedy, “Of all the major problems facing Kennedy when he 
came into office, he probably knew and understood least about space.”” 

Yet just three months after his inauguration, in the aftermath of the 
Soviet Union on April 12, 1961, sending the first human, cosmonaut Yuri 
Gagarin, into orbit, Kennedy asked his advisers to find him “a space pro- 
gram which promises dramatic results in which we could win.” The answer 
came back less than three weeks later—sending astronauts to the surface of 
Earth’s nearest neighbor gave the best chance of besting the Soviet Union in 
a dramatic space achievement. The resulting prestige from winning a race to 
the Moon, Kennedy was told, would give the United States a major victory 
“in the battle along the fluid front of the Cold War.” Kennedy accepted this 
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President John F. Kennedy as he addressed a joint session of the Congress on May 25, 1961, 
and declared: “We should go to the Moon.” Others in the image are Vice President Lyndon B. 
Johnson (left) and Speaker of the House Sam Rayburn (right) (NASA photograph). 


advice, and soon after announced his decision to begin what he character- 
ized as “a great new American enterprise.”* 

President Kennedy’s involvement with the lunar landing undertaking was 
much more intimate and continuing than is usually acknowledged. Kennedy 
not only decided to go to the Moon; over the remaining thirty months of his 
tragically shortened presidency, he stayed closely engaged in the effort and in 
making sure the benefits of Project Apollo would outweigh its burgeoning 
cost. Convinced that this was indeed the case, he pushed hard to make sure 
that Apollo was carried out in a manner that best served both the country’s 
interests and his own as president. As the authors of the recent study If We 
Can Put a Man on the Moon...comment, “Democratic governments can 
achieve great things only if they meet two requirements: wisely choosing 
which policies to pursue and then executing those policies.” Many presidents 
since John Kennedy have announced bold decisions, but few have followed 
those decisions with the budgetary and political commitments needed to 
ensure success.* This study details the full range of JFK’s actions that carried 
Americans to the Moon. 

Kennedy’s commitment to the race to the Moon initiated the largest 
peacetime government-directed engineering project in U.S. history. Project 
Apollo by the time it was completed cost U.S. taxpayers $25.4 billion, which 
would be equal to some $151 billion in 2010 dollars. Apollo is frequently 
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compared to the construction of the Panama Canal as an expensive, 
long-term, government-funded undertaking. By the time the Canal was 
completed in 1914, the cost of its construction was $375 million, equivalent 
to $8.1 billion in 2010 dollars, much less than Apollo. Another compari- 
son might be with the multidecade construction of the Interstate Highway 
System, which began in the mid-1950s and for which the federal government 
paid $114 billion out ofa total cost of $128 billion. By any measure available, 
Apollo required a historically massive commitment of public funds over a 
relatively brief period of time.* 

This study is the first comprehensive account of the impact of John F. 
Kennedy on the race to the Moon; others have written extensively about the 
managerial and technical aspects of the Apollo achievement, but none have 
portrayed JFK’s perspective as he continued to push, in the face of growing 
criticism and concern about increasing costs, for moving ahead with the lunar 
landing program. The book contains a detailed narrative of the decisions and 
actions of President Kennedy, his inner circle of advisers who made deci- 
sions and took actions on his behalf, the career White House staff who sup- 
ported the Kennedy presidency, and the agency heads with whom Kennedy 
interacted. Kennedy before he was inaugurated assigned his vice president, 
Lyndon B. Johnson, a lead role in space policy; the study also characterizes 
Johnson’s role with respect to space decisions during the Kennedy admin- 
istration. Except when necessary to understand deliberations at the White 
House level, the book does not give much attention to the specific details of 
Project Apollo itself. 

John Kennedy saw his choice to go to the Moon “as among the most 
important decisions that will be made during my incumbency in the Office 
of the Presidency.” Yet most general accounts of JFK’s time as president give 
only passing attention to his involvement with the lunar landing program. 
One goal of this study is to create as historically complete a record as pos- 
sible of that involvement. Doing so fills an empty niche in the record of 
the Kennedy administration. It also provides a detailed case study of how 
Kennedy went about conducting his presidency, assessing what actions were 
needed in the national interest, continuously seeking information from mul- 
tiple sources, but deferring to his agency heads to carry out the programs 
he set in motion. Readers of this account can decide for themselves what 
insights Kennedy’s space-related efforts provide about his personality and the 
way he carried out his presidency. The book’s concluding chapter, however, 
reflects on the character and quality of JFK’s space decisions, asks whether 
the way Apollo was conceived and carried out can serve as a model for other 
large-scale government efforts, and provides a perspective on the impact of 
Kennedy’s commitment to a lunar landing “before this decade is out” on 
both the evolution of the U.S. space program and the U.S. position in the 
world of the 1960s and later. 

The image of John Kennedy that emerges from this study is at vari- 
ance from how he is often regarded with respect to space. Rather than a 
visionary who steered the U.S. space program toward a focus on exploring 
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beyond Earth orbit, he emerges as a pragmatic political leader who soon after 
entering office came to see the U.S. civilian space program as an important 
tool to advance U.S. foreign policy and national security goals. He was flex- 
ible in his approach to space activities, willing to compete if necessary but 
preferring to cooperate if possible. 

John F. Kennedy with his actions in the spring of 1961 and in the follow- 
ing months took the first steps toward the Moon. Eight years later, on July 
20, 1969, Neil Armstrong would take another “small step for a man, but a 
giant leap for mankind.” Historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. has suggested that 
“The 20 Century will be remembered, when all else is forgotten, as the 
century when man burst his terrestrial bounds.”° In undertaking the lunar 
landing program, John Kennedy linked the politics of the moment with 
the dreams of centuries and the aspirations of the nation. Unfortunately, 
Kennedy did not live to see the first footprints on the lunar surface, but 
in the long sweep of history, it is one of the ways in which he will be most 
remembered. 


Chapter 1 
Before the White House 


Patric life was not the first choice among possible futures for John F. 
Kennedy as he returned from World War II. Kennedy in principle could 
have chosen among many career paths. Kennedy’s own inclination seems 
to have leaned in the direction of becoming a journalist, a writer of nonfic- 
tion books, or even an academic. Kennedy’s father, Joseph, however, was 
determined that his sons not enter the business world; he had amassed suf- 
ficient wealth to allow his sons to choose a future that did not have to lead 
to significant additional income. The reality was that if Kennedy had chosen 
a career other than politics, it would have meant going against the wishes 
of his strong-willed father. John Kennedy, from the time his older brother, 
Joseph Jr., was killed in action during World War II, became his father’s 
designated aspirant to high political office; JFK’s father, after the end of 
the war, planned to build “the greatest political dynasty of the age...one 
remaining son at a time.” Kennedy was easily elected to the U.S. House of 
Representatives in 1948 and to the Senate in 1952 and again in 1958. But 
his time in Congress was not fulfilling for either his or his father’s ambi- 
tions. During his fourteen years in Congress, Kennedy “failed to penetrate 
the inner circle.” The conservative Southern senators who controlled the 
Senate, in particular, “viewed him as too detached, independent, overrated, 
and overly ambitious.” Beginning in 1956, when he was almost selected as 
Adlai Stevenson’s vice presidential running mate, Kennedy set his eyes on 
being elected president of the United States in November 1960. As he pur- 
sued that objective, the candidate was described by one acute observer as a 
“charming, handsome, rich, young aristocrat.”! 

In his years as a senator, Kennedy said little about space issues except in 
the context of the linkage between space launch vehicles and strategic mis- 
sile capabilities. That changed once he became the Democratic nominee for 
president in July 1960. The growing disparity in global prestige between the 
United States and the Soviet Union under the Eisenhower administration 
became a central theme of JFK’s campaign, and the fact that the United 
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States was trailing the Soviet Union in space achievement was frequently 
cited by Kennedy as very visible evidence of this disparity. Kennedy offered 
no specific views on future space activities during the campaign, however, 
and once he was declared the president-elect, he spent little time on space 
issues prior to his inauguration. This meant that Kennedy’s personal views 
and interests with respect to space, as differentiated from his campaign rhet- 
oric, remained largely unknown as he entered the White House. 


Kennedy and Space before His Presidential Campaign 


Even though the significance of the Soviet launches of spacecraft begin- 
ning with Sputnik 1 in October 1957 and the dog-carrying Sputnik 2 
the following month and the appropriate U.S. response to Soviet space 
achievements were major issues before the Congress between 1958 and 
1960, Senator Kennedy said little about space issues during those years. 
Kennedy also showed little personal interest in U.S. and Soviet space 
efforts. He was a member of the Visiting Committee of the Harvard 
College Observatory, but any curiosity he may have had regarding astron- 
omy apparently did not carry over into the space realm. The head of the 
Instrumentation Laboratory at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 
Charles Stark Draper, recalled a discussion with John Kennedy and his 
brother Robert at a Boston restaurant during the post-Sputnik period. 
Draper tried to get the Kennedy brothers excited about the promise of 
space flight. According to one account of the evening, the brothers treated 
Draper and his ideas “with good-natured scorn”; Draper noted that they 
“could not be convinced that all rockets were not a waste of money, and 
space navigation even worse.”” Kennedy did vote in February 1958 to 
create a Senate Special Committee on Space and Aeronautics and voted 
in favor of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) 
funding bills in 1959 and 1960; other actions related to NASA during 
those years were approved by voice votes, without the positions of indi- 
vidual senators being recorded.* 

Kennedy’s primary focus in his years in the Senate was defense and foreign 
policy, with particular attention after 1957 to what he and many others called 
an emerging U.S.-Soviet “missile gap.” The growing disparity between U.S. 
and Soviet missile capability, Kennedy argued, would soon put the United 
States at a significant strategic disadvantage vis-a-vis the Soviet Union. In a 
speech on the Senate floor on August 14, 1958, Kennedy expressed worry 
that the Soviet Union’s superiority in nuclear-tipped missiles would allow it 
to use “sputnik diplomacy” and other nonmilitary means to shift the bal- 
ance of global power against the United States.* Kennedy, when he did speak 
about space issues in the post-Sputnik period, most often linked them to the 
missile gap issue, frequently using the term “missile-space problem.” 

Kennedy did gain a seat on the prestigious Committee on Foreign 
Relations in the mid-1950s. He was one of the first senators to recognize 
the significance for U.S. interests of the decolonization movement of the 
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late 1950s; he thought it essential that the United States be an appealing 
ally to Asians and Africans as they chose which social system to pursue as 
independent nations. Kennedy attracted international attention by denounc- 
ing French suppression of Algeria’s move toward independence.® He was an 
ardent anticommunist at this point in his life, and the possibility of newly 
independent nations “going communist” was troubling to him. His interest 
in presenting a positive image of the United States to the countries of the 
third world was a factor in his later judgment that the United States could 
not by default cede space leadership to the Soviet Union. 

An intriguing insight into what may have been JFK’s views on space in 
the prepresidential period emerges from his February 16, 1960, response to 
a handwritten letter from a Princeton University freshman “with a strong 
Republican background” who told Senator Kennedy that he should “put 
more money in the space program.” In his response, Kennedy noted that the 
letter had reached him because of the author’s “undeviating Republicanism, 
Princetonian self-assurance and uncomplicated handwriting.” Kennedy sug- 
gested that “whatever the scale and pace of the American space effort, it 
should be a scientific program... In this interval when we lack adequate pro- 
pulsion units, we should not attempt to cover this weakness with stunts.” 
He added, “When this weakness is overcome, our ventures should remain 
seriously scientific in their purpose.” Kennedy felt that “with respect to the 
competitive and psychological aspects of the space program, it is evident that 
we have suffered damage to American prestige and will continue to suffer for 
some time.” However, he pointed out that “our recent loss of international 
prestige results from an accumulation of real or believed deficiencies in the 
American performance on the world scene: military, diplomatic, and eco- 
nomic. It is not simply a consequence of our lag in the exploration of space 
vis-a-vis the Soviet Union.” 

Kennedy listed these deficiencies in the order in which he thought they 
should be addressed: “the missile gap,” “inadequate or misdirected policies 
in the underdeveloped areas,” “the disarray of NATO,” “the weakening of 
the international position of the dollar,” and, finally, “our inferior position 
in space exploration.” He thought that the United States “should accept the 
costs now of achieving the powerful propulsion unit a few years earlier than 
now may be the case” and looked forward to “the internationalization of 
space exploration, first on a Free World basis, then with the USSR.” This 
response suggests that Senator Kennedy had indeed given some thought to 
space issues before February 1960, and that in his judgment they had a lower 
priority in comparison to other threats to U.S. leadership; this may well be 
an accurate reflection of his views as opposed to the strident attitude toward 
space leadership that characterized much of his campaign rhetoric later in the 
year. Notable is JFK’s interest at this early date in both increasing the lifting 
power of U.S. rockets and in internationalizing space activity. The letter also 
suggests, as in the use of the expression “propulsion unit” rather than launch 
vehicle, that Kennedy or whoever composed the response was not very famil- 
iar with the specifics of the U.S. space effort.® 
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According to his closest policy adviser, Theodore C. Sorensen, by mid- 
1960 Kennedy thought of space “primarily in symbolic terms... Our lagging 
space effort was symbolic, he thought, of everything of which he complained 
in the Eisenhower Administration: the lack of effort, the lack of initiative, the 
lack of imagination, vitality, and vision; and the more the Russians gained in 
space during the last few years in the fifties, the more he thought it showed 
up the Eisenhower Administration’s lag in this area and damaged the pres- 
tige of the United States abroad.”” 


Space and the 1960 Presidential Campaign 


Space issues did not play a major role in John Kennedy’s campaign for the 
Democratic nomination for president. Once the nomination was secured, 
Kennedy in his July 15 acceptance speech first used the term “New Frontier,” 
saying “we stand today on the edge of a New Frontier—the frontier of the 
1960’s—a frontier of unknown opportunities and perils—a frontier of 
unfulfilled hopes and threats” and noting that “beyond that frontier are the 
uncharted areas of science and space.” Foreshadowing the most famous line 
in his inaugural address, Kennedy said that the New Frontier of which he 
was speaking “is a set of challenges. It sums up not what I intend to offer the 
American people, but what I intend to ask of them.”8 
The Democratic platform on which Kennedy would run stated: 


The Republican Administration has remained incredibly blind to the pros- 
pects of space exploration. It has failed to pursue space programs with a sense 
of urgency at all close to their importance to the future of the world. 

The new Democratic Administration will press forward with our national 
space program in full realization of the importance of space accomplishments 
to our national security and our international prestige. We shall reorganize the 
program to achieve both efficiency and speedy execution. We shall bring top 
scientists into positions of responsibility. We shall undertake long-term basic 
research in space science and propulsion.” 


Campaign Advice on Space 


To develop background material on the various issues he would have to 
address during his presidential campaign, Senator Kennedy in December 
1958 established a “brain trust” drawn primarily from the faculties of 
Harvard and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Even before the 
presidential campaign began, Harvard law professor Archibald Cox began 
collecting research memoranda and reports from experts at both universities 
and from across the country. According to the authoritative account of the 
Kennedy campaign, “The professors were to think, winnow, analyze and 
prepare data on the substance of national policy, to channel from university 
to speech writers to Cox to Sorensen—and thus to the candidate.” This 
process failed in its execution. While an impressive amount of material was 
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generated, little of it was read by Kennedy or used during the campaign. 
Regarding the products of Cox’s efforts, Theodore Sorensen comments that 
“not all of their material was usable and even less was actually used. But it 
provided a fresh and reassuring reservoir of expert intellect.”!° The differ- 
ent perspectives of those caught up in the frenzy of Kennedy’s presidential 
campaign, such as Sorensen, and those with the time to reflect on issues that 
Kennedy would have to address if he was elected were a continuing source 
of campaign tensions. 

Kennedy himself on September 2, 1960, asked Cox to contact Trevor 
Gardner, former assistant secretary of the U.S. Air Force for research and 
development, and a man to whom Kennedy looked for advice on space 
and missile issues. Kennedy wanted from Gardner “an account of the 
Administration’s failures in missiles, 1953 to today” and his “judgment on 
the significance of our being in a secondary position in space in the sixties.” 
Kennedy also asked, “Will the Soviet Union have a reconnaissance satellite 
before we do, and what will it mean?”! 

Another source of largely unused but remarkably prescient input 
into Kennedy’s campaign was the Advisory Committee on Science and 
Technology of the Democratic Advisory Council, which in turn reported to 
the Democratic National Committee. Among its inputs was a September 7 
“Position Paper on Space Research.” Leading the preparation of this paper 
was physicist Ralph Lapp, who, after working in the Manhattan Project to 
develop the atomic bomb, spent most of the rest of his career warning about 
the dangers of nuclear war. The position paper pointed out that “the United 
States has failed to define its real objective in space. If purely scientific, this 
should be so stated so that the American people and others understand our 
objective. If aimed at ‘winning the space race’ then this must also be stated 
and the U.S. program must be directed toward this goal.” The paper went 
on to discuss landing a man on the Moon as a possible objective of a compet- 
itive space effort, asking, “Can the United States afford to allow the Russians 
to land on the moon first?” and noting that the answer to this question was 
“more political” than technical, since “there is no great scientific urgency” 
in a manned lunar landing. It noted that “in the psycho-political space race 
the rewards for being first are exceedingly great; there is little pay-off for 
second place.” 

The paper outlined two alternative space programs. One of the programs 
was “an imaginative and vigorous program of research in space science and 
technology and to exploit useful applications of this new technology...in 
collaboration with other nations.” The other suggested program aimed at 
“American supremacy in the exploration of space,” including “early attain- 
ment of a thrust capability consistent with manned flights to the Moon.” 
The paper noted that “Senator Kennedy must make the decision, essentially 
political in character,” between the two programs. The costs of the politi- 
cally driven second program were estimated to be $26 billion from 1960 
to 1970, compared to the then planned expenditures during that period of 
$12 to 13 billion. The scientifically oriented but faster-paced program was 
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estimated to cost $19 billion. While this paper was unlikely to have been 
read by Kennedy or his top advisers, it was a quite insightful statement of the 
central space issue that would occupy Kennedy once he entered the White 
House, and its cost estimates were surprisingly close to the actual costs of the 
program that President Kennedy in 1961 chose to pursue .!? 

Yet another input into Kennedy’s position on space during the campaign 
was a briefing paper prepared for the candidate’s “Position and Briefing 
Book”; this was a resource that traveled with the campaign team as a ready 
source of speech material and responses to media questions. The briefing 
paper suggested “eliminating the unrealistic distinctions between civilian 
and defense space projects” and said that there should be “one coordinated 
space program with joint civilian and military space uses.” The paper pro- 
posed that Kennedy should “place one man in charge of all space activities, 
reporting directly to the President.”!? 


Space Statements during the Campaign 


By 1960, it had become customary for specialized publications to ask presi- 
dential candidates to state their positions on issues of interest to their readers. 
Thus the trade magazine Missiles and Rockets on October 3, 1960, published 
an “open letter to Richard Nixon and John Kennedy,” proposing a nine- 
point “defense and space platform” and asking the candidates to reply, “stat- 
ing your views and making your stand quite clear on these two closely related 
problems.” Kennedy’s response, which appeared in the October 10 issue of 
the magazine, was drafted by Dr. Edward C. Welsh, at that time working 
for Senator Stuart Symington; Symington had competed with Kennedy for 
the Democratic presidential nomination and reflected the views of the more 
military-oriented elements of the Democratic Party. Both Symington and 
Welsh were vigorous champions of a strong U.S. space effort; the statement 
was “full of the clash and clamor of the space race.”!* The Kennedy state- 
ment said: 


We are in a strategic space race with the Russians, and we are losing. ... Control 
of space will be decided in the next decade. If the Soviets control space they 
can control earth, as in past centuries the nation that controlled the seas has 
dominated the continents...We cannot run second in this vital race. To insure 
peace and freedom, we must be first. 

The target dates for a manned space platform, U.S. citizen on the moon, 
nuclear power for space exploration, and a true manned spaceship should be 
elastic. All these things and more we should accomplish as swiftly as possible. 
This is the new age of exploration; space is our great New Frontier.!® 


How accurately this statement reflected John Kennedy’s actual thinking 
as of October 1960 with regard to the strategic and military importance 
of space is questionable; the fact that it was prepared by someone with- 
out a central role in Kennedy’s campaign suggests that neither Kennedy 
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nor his close policy advisers had much involvement in its content. Many 
in the space community, however, took the statement at face value and 
anticipated that if elected Kennedy would favor an accelerated space effort 
and would put additional emphasis on the military dimensions of the U.S. 
space program. 


The Symbolic Role of Space 


John Kennedy laid out his basic argument for his candidacy in one of his 
early campaign speeches. He told an audience in Portland, Oregon, that 


Other countries of the free world—troubled and restless—are looking for new 
leadership from the United States, and I believe they are willing to accept and 
respect the leadership of an administration that will move vigorously on these 
five fronts: 

1. An administration that moves rapidly to rebuild our defenses, until America 
is once again first in military power across the board; 

2. An administration that moves rapidly to revamp our goals in education and 
research, until American science and learning are once again preeminent; 

3. An administration that moves rapidly to reshape our image here at home, 
until it is clear to all the world that the revolution for equal rights is still the 
American revolution; 

4. An administration that moves rapidly to renew our leadership for peace, 
until we have brought to that universal pursuit the same concentration of 
resources and efforts that we have brought to the preparation of war; and 

5. Finally, an administration that moves rapidly to remold our attitudes toward 
the aspirations of other nations, until we have a fuller understanding of 
their problems, their requirements, and their fundamental values.!¢ 


Theodore Sorensen notes that there was a single theme that Kennedy 
stressed throughout the campaign: “the challenge of the sixties to America’s 
security, America’s prestige, America’s progress.” Kennedy on the campaign 
trail proclaimed over and over again that “it is time to get this country 
moving again.” Eventually that phrase or a variation of it appeared in every 
campaign speech. By the end of October, “the issue of slipping prestige had 
become the dominant one of the campaign”; according to the polls, Kennedy 
had a substantial lead over his Republican opponent, Richard M. Nixon, on 
this issue.!” 

It was in this context that Kennedy made frequent references to the space 
program in his campaign appearances. For example: 


If the Soviet Union was first in outer space, that is the most serious defeat 
the United States has suffered in many, many years...Because we failed to 
recognize the impact that being first in outer space would have, the impres- 
sion began to move around the world that the Soviet Union was on the march, 
that it had definite goals, that it knew how to accomplish them, that it was 
moving and we were standing still. This is what we have to overcome, that 
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psychological feeling in the world that the United States has reached maturity, 
that maybe our high noon has passed...and that now we are going into the 
long, slow afternoon.!8 


Although a speech devoted solely to space issues was drafted for Kennedy’s 
campaign use, it was never delivered.!? 

Kennedy’s campaign rhetoric with respect to the loss of U.S. prestige 
because of the Soviet space successes was reinforced by a classified U.S. 
Information Agency report that was leaked to The Washington Post. The title 
of the October 10 report was “The World Reaction to the United States and 
Soviet Space Programs—A Summary Assessment.” The report was based on 
polls taken in Great Britain, France, West Germany, Italy, and Norway. On 
the basis of the results of these surveys, the report concluded that “in antici- 
pation of future U.S.-U.S.S.R. standing, foreign public opinion. ..appears to 
have declining confidence in the U.S. as the ‘wave of the future’ in a number 
of critical areas.”?° 

Vice presidential candidate Lyndon B. Johnson in his campaign appear- 
ances did not stress the space issue as strongly or as frequently as did Kennedy, 
even though from the launch of Sputnik 1 on October 4, 1957 on, Johnson 
had taken the lead in the Senate on space issues. In late October 1960, in 
response to Richard Nixon’s defense of the space record of the Eisenhower 
administration, Johnson released a “white paper” prepared by the staff of the 
Senate space committee, which he chaired. Johnson criticized the admin- 
istration’s space policy but stressed that both Democrats and Republicans 
in Congress had recognized the need for a strong space effort. The paper 
contended that “The sad truth is that U.S. progress in space has been con- 
tinually hampered by the Republican administration’s blind refusal to rec- 
ognize that we have been engaged in a space and missile race with the Soviet 
Union and to act accordingly.” In a statement released with his white paper, 
Johnson echoed the sentiments of Kennedy’s October 10 statement regard- 
ing the strategic significance of space: “It is a fact that if any nation succeeds 
in securing control of outer space, it will have the capability of controlling 
the earth itself.”?! 

Throughout the campaign, Kennedy frequently linked the Eisenhower 
administration’s failures in space to its allowing the Soviet Union to achieve 
a significant advantage vis-a-vis the United States with respect to the devel- 
opment and deployment of ballistic missiles—the so-called “missile gap.” On 
July 23, after the Democratic convention, candidate Kennedy had a highly 
classified briefing from the director of the Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA), Allen Dulles. A wide variety of topics were covered, including “an 
analysis of Soviet strategic attack capabilities in missiles.” Kennedy asked 
Dulles “how we ourselves stood in the missile race.” Dulles told him that 
“the Defense Department was the competent authority on this question.” 
After subsequent meetings with defense officials, Kennedy told Sorensen 
that the briefings “were largely superficial” and “contained little he had not 
read in The New York Times.” 
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The reality was that at the time of the Dulles briefing, there was limited 
information available to the U.S. leadership on Soviet deployment of intercon- 
tinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs). The missions flown by the U-2 spy plane 
prior to the May 1, 1960, downing of a flight over Russia piloted by Francis 
Gary Powers had suggested that there had been very limited deployment of the 
initial Soviet ICBM, and thus that a prospective “missile gap” was not likely to 
emerge. The first successful U.S. spy satellite mission was not launched until 
August 18, 1960, after Kennedy’s CIA briefing, and it took several additional 
missions later in 1960 and in early 1961 to confirm that the indications from 
the U-2 flights were correct. (In fact, only four of the original ICBMs were 
ever deployed; it took some twenty hours to prepare the rocket for launch, 
making it an unwieldy military weapon. Its main role turned out to be as the 
workhorse launch vehicle for early Soviet space missions.?#) 

According to Sorensen, the U-2 evidence was not made available to 
Kennedy in the various intelligence briefings he received during the cam- 
paign. Also, from Kennedy’s September 1960 question to Trevor Gardner 
about whether the United States or the Soviet Union would be first to have a 
reconnaissance satellite, it appears Kennedy was not briefed on the CORONA 
intelligence satellite program that Eisenhower had approved in February 
1958; its existence was known to very few people within the Congress. Even 
so, Eisenhower was “reportedly furious” that Kennedy continued to raise 
the missile gap issue throughout the campaign, while his opponent, Richard 
Nixon, could not provide information that would counter Kennedy’s claims 
because of its highly classified nature.** 


Kennedy Elected 


On November 8, 1960, John F. Kennedy was elected by a very narrow margin 
as the thirty-fifth President of the United States; his victory was confirmed 
only shortly after noon on the next day. In the following ten weeks before 
he took the oath of office, president-elect Kennedy moved forward briskly 
on many of the issues that he had highlighted in the campaign. However, 
he paid very limited attention to space topics during his transition activities. 
While the perceived lack of urgency in the Eisenhower administration’s space 
efforts may have been a useful issue to stress in the campaign, the reality 
was that the president-elect and his advisers did not give high priority to 
addressing either immediate or longer-term space questions during the post- 
election transition period. There was no contact made with the new National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), which had begun opera- 
tions two years earlier, on October 1, 1958. Kennedy prior to his inaugura- 
tion nominated no one to replace Eisenhower appointee T. Keith Glennan as 
NASA administrator. As John F. Kennedy took the oath of office on January 
20, 1961, there was thus significant uncertainty about the future of the U.S. 
space effort. 
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Chapter 2 


Making the Transition 


As John F. Kennedy’s election as president was finally confirmed 
shortly after noon on November 9, there were seventy-two days before his 
inauguration—“seventy-two days in which to form an administration, staff 
the White House, fill some seventy-five key Cabinet and policy posts, name 
six hundred other major nominees” and “to formulate concrete policies and 
plans for all the problems of the nation, foreign and domestic, for which he 
soon would be responsible as President.”' 

Kennedy did not begin this crucial transition period from scratch. After 
the party conventions, the Brookings Institution, a Washington think tank, 
had urged both candidates to begin to prepare for the transition, should they 
be elected. In September, Kennedy had asked high-powered Washington law- 
yer Clark Clifford, who had been a senior adviser to President Harry Truman 
and who had successfully represented Kennedy against allegations that he 
was not the author of the Pulitzer-prize winning Profiles in Courage, to be 
his primary transition adviser. Kennedy also had asked Columbia University 
professor Richard Neustadt, a leading scholar of the American presidency 
and author of the recently published Presidential Power,’ to provide his views 
on how best to organize the presidency. 

Neustadt earlier in 1960 had begun to work on transition issues at the 
request of Senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson (D-WA). Jackson and Kennedy 
were similar in their strongly anticommunist views and on giving priority 
to military strength, and Kennedy had included Jackson on his short list as 
a running mate. Neustadt had prepared a twenty-two page memorandum 
by September 15 on “Organizing the Transition.” In this memo, Neustadt 
made a prescient observation: “The Vice President-elect will be looking for 
work.” Jackson took Neustadt to meet Kennedy on September 18, and the 
candidate was immediately impressed by Neustadt’s memo. Kennedy asked 
Neustadt to elaborate his arguments in additional memoranda, saying some- 
one in the campaign would get back to him in due time. As was typical of 
Kennedy’s style, he asked Clifford and Neustadt to work without consulting 
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one another, ensuring that he would have two independent sources of transi- 
tion advice.* 

Neustadt heard no more from the Kennedy campaign until late October, 
when he was contacted by one of JFK’s associates, asking how he was pro- 
gressing. On November 4, Neustadt joined Kennedy on his campaign air- 
plane to hand the candidate several of the memorandums he had prepared. 
Within thirty minutes, Kennedy came to Neustadt, saying that he found 
the material “fascinating.” What he may have found most interesting in 
Neustadt’s analysis was the recommendation that he adopt a staffing pat- 
tern in the White House that was much closer to that used by Franklin 
D. Roosevelt than the military-like arrangements that had been set up by 
Dwight Eisenhower. “You would be your own ‘chief of staff?” suggested 
Neustadt. “Your chief assistants would have to work collegially, in constant 
touch with one another and with you.... There is room here for a primus 
inter pares to emerge, but no room for a staff director or arbiter, short of 
you... You would oversee, coordinate, and interfere with virtually every- 
thing your staff was doing.” Neustadt noted that “no one has yet improved 
on Roosevelt’s relative success in getting information in his mind and key 
decisions in his hands reliably enough and soon enough to give him room 
for maneuver.”* This was a pattern that Kennedy as president would adopt 
for his space decisions, among many others. 

Clifford delivered his transition memorandum and back-up notebooks to 
Kennedy on November 9, the day on which Kennedy’s election victory was 
confirmed. The president-elect then asked Clifford to serve as his liaison with 
the outgoing Eisenhower administration during the transition. Kennedy’s 
biographer Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., who lunched with the president-elect that 
day, reports that Clifford’s memorandum was “shorter and less detailed than 
the Neustadt series,” but that “in the main the two advisers reinforced each 
other all along the line.” Both Neustadt, who stayed on as a consultant dur- 
ing the transition and in the early months of the Kennedy administration, 
and Clifford emphasized that Kennedy should organize the White House to 
serve his needs as president, with no chief of staff to control who had access 
to the president and thus whose advice he received.* 

On November 10, John Kennedy met with his key campaign advis- 
ers before heading off for a much needed vacation. After the meeting, he 
announced three key appointments to his personal White House staff: Pierre 
Salinger as his press secretary, Kenneth O’Donnell as his special assistant 
and appointments secretary, and Theodore Sorensen as his principal adviser 
on domestic policy and programs, with the title of special counsel to the 
president. Salinger was a former journalist who had served as Kennedy’s 
press secretary during the campaign. O’Donnell had served as the orga- 
nizer and scheduler of Kennedy’s senatorial and presidential campaigns, and 
was part of the protective Massachusetts “Irish mafia” that had emerged 
around Kennedy during his political career. Sorensen was from Nebraska, 
the son of a Unitarian minister, and very different in style from Kennedy’s 
Massachusetts associates. He had joined JFK’s Senate staff in 1953 and had 
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become his chief speechwriter and domestic policy adviser and in many ways 
his alter ego on policy matters. Arthur Schlesinger Jr., the Harvard histo- 
rian who was Kennedy’s link to the liberal wing of the Democratic Party, 
notes that with respect to Sorensen, “it was hard to know him well. Self- 
sufficient, taut and purposeful, he was a man of brilliant intellectual gifts, 
jealously devoted to the President and rather indifferent to personal relations 
beyond his own family.”° All three of these men were a generation younger 
than their equivalents in the Eisenhower administration; as they entered the 
White House in January 1961, Salinger would be 35, O’Donnell, 36, and 
Sorensen, 32. Kennedy was 43, the second youngest man ever to become 
USS. president. 

Salinger reports that during the 1960 campaign, O’Donnell “was con- 
stantly at JEK’s side. He took his orders directly from the candidate and saw 
to it that the rest of us carried them out—and to the letter.”” Once Kennedy 
was in the White House, O’Donnell as appointments secretary controlled 
most access to the President; he also acted as Kennedy’s chief “enforcer” 
within the executive branch, making sure that senior agency officials acted in 
accordance with White House priorities. However, it appears that O’Donnell 
had relatively limited involvement in space-related issues other than those 
associated with the political ramifications of NASA’s facility location and 
contract award decisions. 

Sorensen saw himself serving “as an honest broker, determining which 
decisions could be made by me and which could only be made by the presi- 
dent...In meetings where the president was not present, I often did not 
distinguish between my views and his.” Sorensen also notes that he and 
Kennedy were “close in a peculiarly impersonal way”; there was little social 
contact between him and Kennedy either as senator or president. There was 
no love lost between O’Donnell and his staff and Sorenson and his depu- 
ties during the time they served President Kennedy. Although O’Donnell’s 
hostility toward Sorensen and his staff was well known to most in the White 
House, Sorensen professes to have been unaware of the antagonism until 
years later.® 

On space issues, it clearly was Sorensen who had more influence on 
President Kennedy’s thinking than O’Donnell, particularly during their 
early months in the White House. Sorensen, in fact, appears to have been 
something of a latent space enthusiast. As he speculated during the cam- 
paign about what job he might want if Kennedy were elected president, he 
wondered whether he “might fit in at the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration, using my ability to translate scientific and technologi- 
cal terms into layman’s language.” He also comments that “I had no real 
aptitude for science and astronomy ...Space, like so many other issues, was 
one I learned on the job.” Sorensen later suggested that this “was just free- 
wheeling speculation as to whether I would have a post and what would be 
the most suitable post for me. But it didn’t take me too long to realize that 
that would have been totally inappropriate for me and inconsistent with the 
President’s wishes.”? 
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After this November 10 meeting, the exhausted president-elect did not 
return to active engagement with the transition process until the end of the 
month, although Clifford, Sorensen, and others were meeting during this 
period with their counterparts in the Eisenhower administration. Once he 
did become fully engaged, Kennedy first focused on selecting the ten mem- 
bers of his Cabinet; his first nominee was announced on December 1 and 
the final one on December 17. On that latter date, sixty additional key policy 
posts and several hundred more other key positions remained to be filled. 
As he met with Neustadt and Clifford while the search for the people to fill 
administration positions continued, Kennedy complained about the diffi- 
culty of finding the best individuals to staff his “ministry of talent,” saying: 
“People, people, people! I don’t know any people. I only know voters.”!° 

To help him understand the issues he would confront in the White House, 
the president-elect had during the campaign commissioned seven task forces; 
in December, an additional nineteen more were added, and three more in 
January. One of the December groups, discussed in more detail below, was 
on outer space; it worked under Sorensen’s guidance. The Congressional 
Quarterly Weekly Report called these task forces an “important innovation” 
in the presidential transition process, noting that there was “no precedent for 
the large number of task forces... with wide memberships.”!! As he received 
the reports of his twenty-nine teams, which were composed of the best avail- 
able individuals and who worked without compensation, Kennedy’s reac- 
tions ranged from “helpful” to “terrific.” Twenty-four of the twenty-nine 
teams, including the outer space group, turned in their reports before the 
January 20 inauguration. 


Space Issues Requiring Early Attention by the Kennedy 
Administration 


There were several significant space issues that were unresolved in the final 
months of the Eisenhower administration.” Dealing with these issues was to 
occupy president-elect Kennedy’s attention only briefly during the postelec- 
tion transition period. They included the relationship between civilian and 
military space efforts; a proposal to abolish the National Aeronautics and 
Space Council, the White House body for developing national space policy 
and strategy; the pace at which larger rocket boosters ought to be developed 
in order to close the weight-lifting gap with the Soviet Union; and NASA’s 
plans for a human space flight program to follow the initial U.S. effort to 
send an astronaut into orbit, Project Mercury. 


Civil-Military Relations 


The most fundamental policy question to be addressed in the months fol- 
lowing the 1957 launches of Sputniks 1 and 2 was whether a new organiza- 
tion for space was needed, or whether all U.S. government space activities, 
including those with primarily civilian objectives, should be managed by 
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the Department of Defense. In the weeks following the Sputnik launches, 
both the Army and the Air Force put forward ambitious space plans, and 
campaigned vigorously for primacy in the U.S. space effort. The Army claim 
was based in large part on the fact that German émigré Wernher von Braun 
and his rocket team worked at the Army Ballistic Missile Agency (ABMA) 
and that they constituted the country’s top reservoir of launch vehicle— 
related technical talent; in addition, the Army’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory 
had managed the development of the first U.S. satellite, Explorer 1, and 
could serve as the organization developing future satellites. AMBA in its 
struggle to gain an important space role developed ambitious plans in 1957 
and 1958, beginning with a suborbital launch of a human and extending 
to establishing outposts on the Moon. The Army campaign was not suc- 
cessful, and by mid-1960, both the Jet Propulsion Laboratory and von 
Braun’s rocket team had been transferred to the new civilian space agency 
NASA.18 

The Air Force claim took a different approach. Its chief of staff, General 
Thomas White, argued that “there is no division, per se, between air and 
space. Air and space are an indivisible field of operations.”!* To make this 
point, the Air Force in early 1958 coined the word “aerospace.” The implica- 
tion was that the service was the natural choice for the space role. The Air 
Force also rapidly developed ambitious plans for its space efforts, including 
putting a man into orbit as soon as possible and eventually sending humans 
to the Moon.!® 

President Eisenhower, upset by the competition between the two mili- 
tary services, established a Defense Advanced Research Agency (DARPA) 
in the Office of the Secretary of Defense as an interim step. DARPA, rather 
than one of the armed services, was to manage all U.S. space efforts, civil- 
ian and military, but it was not successful in establishing itself as the lead 
U.S. space agency. After several months of discussion within the Eisenhower 
administration, a March 1958 memorandum to the president argued that 
“because of the importance of the civil interest in space exploration, the long 
term organization of Federal programs in this area should be under civil- 
ian control.” The memorandum recommended that “leadership of the civil 
space effort be lodged in a strengthened and redesignated National Advisory 
Committee for Aeronautics.”!° That organization, known by most as NACA, 
had been the government’s primary aeronautical research and development 
organization since its creation in 1915. President Eisenhower accepted this 
recommendation, and on April 2, 1958, proposed the establishment of a 
National Aeronautics and Space Agency; his message to Congress included 
a draft bill “to provide for research into the problems of flight within and 
outside the earth’s atmosphere and for other purposes.”!7 After four months 
of debate by the Congress, the National Aeronautics and Space Act of 1958, 
establishing the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, was signed 
by President Eisenhower on July 29, 1958. The shift in organizational des- 
ignation from “agency” to “administration” upgraded the status of the new 
space agency within the executive branch hierarchy.!® 
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Eisenhower selected T. Keth Glennan as the first NASA administrator. 
Glennan was “a Republican with a fiscally conservative bent, an aggressive 
businessman with a keen sense of public duty and an opposition to govern- 
ment intrusion into the lives of Americans, and an administrator and an 
educator with a rich appreciation of the role of science and technology in 
an international setting.”!? He was an engineer by training and had had a 
wide-ranging career, including a stint as a member of the Atomic Energy 
Commission. But he knew little about space science or technology, and had 
not followed the post-Sputnik debates leading to the creation of NASA; in 
his own words, “I didn’t have any idea what astronomy or geodesy or any 
of those things would mean in this strange world. I literally knew nothing.” 
Glennan agreed to take the position, but only on the condition that Hugh 
Dryden, the executive director of NACA, would be nominated as deputy 
administrator. 

Many in Washington had expected Dryden to get the top NASA job; 
trained in aerodynamics, he had been the top official handling day-to-day 
affairs at NACA since 1949, and was a widely known and respected indi- 
vidual in the U.S. and international aeronautical research communities. 
However, some in Congress deemed his approach to space to be too cautious 
for the leader of the organization they had in mind, and thus had indicated 
to the White House that Dryden would not be acceptable as the first head of 
the space agency.?? This outcome was deeply disappointing for Dryden, but 
he overcame that disappointment to serve as NASA’s deputy administrator 
until his death in 1965. According to Keith Glennan, Dryden was “held in 
esteem by people all over the world” and was “gentle, quiet, wise, very wise, 
and an astute politician without being a politician.”*! Dryden stayed on in 
his position during the Kennedy administration and played a key role in the 
deliberations leading to the decision to go to the Moon. 

NASA inherited three programs from the Department of Defense (DOD) 
that would later play important roles in the space efforts of the Kennedy 
administration. In August 1958, DARPA transferred its human space flight 
project (which in fact was originally an Air Force initiative) to NASA; the 
effort was soon named Project Mercury. According to the NASA history 
of the project, NASA “received authorization to carry out this primitive 
manned venture into lower space mainly because Eisenhower was wedded 
to a ‘space for peace’ policy...In 1958 there simply was no clear military 
justification for putting a man in orbit.”?? Even so, Eisenhower decided that 
the first U.S. people to fly in space, to be known as “astronauts,” should be 
drawn from the ranks of military test pilots. 

Another DOD program inherited by NASA was a much more powerful 
launch vehicle than any rocket available to NASA in its early years. Known as 
Saturn C-1 and conceived and managed by the von Braun team, the lift-off 
thrust of the Saturn C-1 vehicle was to be 1.5 million pounds, four times 
more powerful than the 360,000 pounds thrust of the Atlas ICBM that 
NASA was planning to use for orbital flights in Project Mercury. The von 
Braun team also proposed developing a second version of the Saturn launch 
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vehicle, known as the Saturn C-2. This version would have an upgraded ver- 
sion of the first stage of the Saturn C-1 and upper stages that would use very 
energetic but difficult to handle liquid hydrogen as its fuel; because of its 
very low temperature in a liquid state, this fuel was called “cryogenic.” 

The third inherited DOD project was the very powerful F-1 rocket motor, 
designed to provide 1.5 million pounds of thrust, equivalent to the eight 
engines that were to power the first stage of the Saturn C-1. The F-1 was 
originally an Air Force project. During 1959-1960, the von Braun team 
developed the concept of an extremely powerful heavy lift launch vehicle 
called Nova, which was based on the use of up to eight F-1 engines in its 
first stage.”? 

By the end of 1959, just over a year after it began operation, NASA had 
developed a ten-year plan that identified various mission milestones and esti- 
mated the costs of achieving them. Among the highlights of the plan were 
the following: 


1961-1962 Attainment of manned space flight, Project Mercury 

1965-1967 First launchings in a program leading to manned 
circumlunar flight and to a permanent near-earth space 
station 

Beyond 1970 Manned flight to the moon 


The cost of this ten-year program was estimated to be between $12 billion 
and $13 billion.”* 

While the Army reconciled itself to a minor role in space with the loss of 
the von Braun team, the Air Force never accepted its loss of space leader- 
ship to NASA. Air Force leaders and supporters were encouraged by the 
tone of candidate Kennedy’s public statements on space, especially his stri- 
dent October 1960 response to Missiles and Rockets. The service by 1960 
had gained the lead role for space within the Department of Defense from 
DARPA; then it turned its ambitions to recapturing from NASA the primary 
role overall in U.S. space activities. After the 1960 election, the Air Force 
launched “an intense public and internal information campaign to express 
Air Force views on space to congressmen, journalists, businessmen, and 
other influential people.”?° For example, The New York Times reported that 
“The Air Force has drafted a publicity offensive to stake out a major role for 
itself in the nation’s space program” and that “this offensive is clearly keyed 
to the change in administrations. It is the openly expressed belief of the Air 
Force that the Kennedy administration will look more favorably on military 
operations in space than does the Eisenhower administration.””° 

To help in its campaign, the Air Force asked Trevor Gardner, former Air 
Force assistant secretary for research and development and a prime mover 
in the Atlas missile program, to chair a committee to recommend a more 
dynamic Air Force space program. As noted in the previous chapter, Gardner 
had been one of Kennedy’s advisers on missile and space issues during the 
presidential campaign. In December 1960 Gardner also became a member of 
the group President-elect Kennedy chartered to advise him on space matters 


22 JOHN F. KENNEDY AND THE RACE TO THE MOON 


during the postelection transition; this was interpreted as another sugges- 
tion that Kennedy favored a larger role for the military in space. 


The Future of the Space Council 


A contentious issue in developing the U.S. organizational approach to space 
during 1958 had been how best to coordinate the activities of the new space 
civilian space agency NASA, the Department of Defense and the military 
services, the Atomic Energy Commission, and other government agencies 
that might become involved in space activities. The Senate as it considered 
space legislation hoped to create a single integrated national space program, 
with civilian and military elements, rather than separate programs carried 
out by different agencies, and thought that some kind of formal policy- 
making and coordinating body was needed to achieve this objective. The 
White House did not want to interpose such a body between the operating 
space agencies and the president, and thus was resistant to the Senate pro- 
posal. After a July 7, 1958, one-on-one meeting at the White House between 
Dwight Eisenhower and Senate majority leader Lyndon Johnson, a primary 
advocate of the integrated approach to space, an agreement was reached on 
creating a policy-level body, to be chaired by the president. According to 
some accounts, at their meeting Johnson convinced President Eisenhower 
to chair the board. Other accounts suggest that it was Eisenhower who sug- 
gested this approach.?” Immediately after Johnson left the White House, 
Eisenhower phoned his deputy chief of staff, Wilton Persons, and told him 
that he and Johnson had “specifically agreed upon the President’s proposal 
of modeling the advisory group along the lines of the National Security 
Council: that the authority would be placed with the President.”?8 

Following the White House meeting, the policy board was named the 
National Aeronautics and Space Council. It would have eight members in 
addition to the president as chair. Other members would include the sec- 
retaries of state and defense, the NASA administrator, the chairman of 
the Atomic Energy Commission, one additional government member, and 
three individuals from outside the government. Although Eisenhower had 
accepted the creation of such a Space Council, he made it clear to his associ- 
ates at the White House that 


he had no intention of convening this body regularly, nor of acting as its pre- 
siding officer. He refused to use his discretionary power to appoint an execu- 
tive secretary or create a separate staff for the Space Council, and he asked [his 
science adviser James] Killian to preside at its infrequent meetings. Lyndon 
Johnson may have forced Eisenhower to accept the Space Council as his price 
for creating NASA, but the president would make sure it would remain a 
minor body that would never threaten his full control over the nation’s space 
policy.?? 


The Space Council indeed met infrequently and had little influence 
on space issues in the months following its creation. In a memorandum 
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dated November 16, 1959, NASA administrator Glennan told President 
Eisenhower that the National Aeronautics and Space Council had not been 
“particularly useful or effective” and he doubted whether it could “usefully 
be employed in the management of the nation’s space program.” He rec- 
ommended that the president propose amendments to the 1958 Space Act 
to abolish the Council. However, when Glennan met with Eisenhower on 
January 8, 1960, he found that the president “seemed to have forgotten our 
earlier discussion,” even though in the interim the proposed changes in the 
Act had been drafted and were ready to be sent to the Congress. After this 
meeting, it was clear to Glennan that “discussions between the president and 
the legislative leaders (especially Lyndon Johnson) as well as with the mem- 
bers of the Space Council would be necessary before the amendment could 
be proposed to Congress.” Eisenhower and Glennan met with Johnson and 
senior Republican senator Styles Bridges at the White House on January 13 
to let them know about the proposed changes in the Space Act; Glennan 
quotes Johnson as saying “Well, Mr. President, you will remember that you 
were the one who really wanted this Space Council, and if you want to do 
away with it now, I’m certain it will be all right with me.”*° 

The proposed amendment to the Space Act was sent to Congress in 
January 1960 and approved by the House of Representatives five months 
later, on June 9. But the Senate refused to act, primarily because Lyndon 
Johnson, majority leader and, at the time, still candidate for the Democratic 
presidential nomination, opposed the changes, despite what he had told 
Eisenhower in January. Glennan met again with Johnson on June 23, but 
was unsuccessful in convincing him to bring the proposed changes before 
the Senate for approval. Glennan reports Johnson as saying “I don’t see any 
reason for giving you a new law at the present time. If I am elected president, 
you will get a changed law without delay.”*! On August 31, Johnson, speak- 
ing not only as Senate majority leader but also by then as the Democratic 
candidate for vice president, justified his opposition to changing the Space 
Act in a memorandum inserted in the Congressional Record: “One fact is 
of overriding importance. A new President will take office on January 20, 
1961—less than five months from now. The next President could well have 
different views as to the organization and function of the military and civil- 
ian space programs. Any changes in the Space Act at this session will have 
little or no effect on the space program during the next few months, but 
could restrict the freedom of action of the next president.”*? 

It is unlikely that at this point Johnson envisioned a scenario in which 
John Kennedy, if elected president, would decide to revitalize the Space 
Council and turn over its chairmanship to his vice president, i.e., Lyndon 
Johnson. But four months later, that is precisely what happened. 


Increasing U.S. Rocket Lifting Power 


Linking Soviet space achievements to the Russian ballistic missile program, 
as John Kennedy had done during the presidential campaign, was a reason- 
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able thing to do, since even in the 1957-1960 period it was well known 
in U.S. intelligence and technical circles that the Soviet Union had used 
its initial R-7 Intercontinental Ballistic Missile as its space launch vehicle. 
Soviet engineers had been developing this missile since the early 1950s, 
giving them a several-year head start on the United States. The launch of 
Sputnik 1 on October 4, 1957, was thus not only a propaganda loss for the 
United States; it was also a very visible demonstration that the Soviet Union 
possessed the capability to launch a nuclear warhead across intercontinental 
distances, and that the United States could be vulnerable to a Soviet nuclear 
attack.39 

Among their other impacts, the launches of Sputnik 1 and Sputnik 2 
demonstrated that the Soviet Union possessed the capability to lift much 
heavier payloads into space than did the United States. Sputnik 1 weighed 
184.3 pounds, and Sputnik 2 weighed 1,120 pounds. Moreover, the second 
stage of the R-7 booster also went into orbit on each launch, so in reality the 
Soviet Union had placed some 12,000-13,000 pounds into space; it was the 
rocket’s upper stage, not the satellite itself, which was visible to the naked eye 
of observers around the world. By contrast, the first U.S. satellite, Explorer 
1, which was launched by the Army team led by Wernher von Braun on 
January 31, 1958, weighed only 30.8 pounds, with half of that weight being 
the satellite’s last-stage booster rocket.*# 

This disparity in satellite-lifting capability was the by-product of the dif- 
ficulty the Soviet Union had several years earlier in designing a warhead for 
an ICBM launch. The three megaton nuclear warhead which was the payload 
for the R-7 ICBM weighed approximately 11,000 pounds, thus requiring the 
development of a powerful booster to send it on its intercontinental trajec- 
tory. By contrast, the United States a few years later was able to develop a 
thermonuclear warhead weighing only around 1,600 pounds; this meant 
that U.S. Atlas and Titan ICBMs did not have to be nearly as powerful as 
the Soviet R-7 in order to accomplish their military mission. This was accept- 
able in terms of strategic rocket relationships, but meant that the United 
States was at a severe disadvantage in sending heavy payloads into space. The 
United States might be able to launch scientifically sophisticated satellites, 
but it would not be able to match the Soviet Union in publicly visible space 
achievements using a converted ICBM as a launch vehicle. 

There were two approaches taken during the Eisenhower administration 
to closing the U.S.-USSR gap in rocket-lifting power. One was to develop 
the Saturn C-1 launcher, with its first stage having 1.5 million pounds of 
lift-off thrust. The other was to develop the large F-1 rocket engine, which 
at some future time could be used to power a much larger launch vehicle. 
President Eisenhower on January 12, 1960, had indicated his strong support 
for the Saturn program, and on January 14 told Glennan that “it is essential 
to push forward vigorously to increase our capability in high thrust space 
vehicles.” Four days later, the Saturn project received the highest national 
priority, DX, authorizing the use of overtime work and giving it precedence 
for scarce materials and other program requirements.*° 
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However, the Bureau of the Budget (BOB) was determined that the bud- 
get to be submitted by Dwight Eisenhower a few days before he left office 
in January 1961 would be balanced, and this determination took priority 
over Eisenhower’s support for accelerating the Saturn program. NASA had 
hoped to get a FY1962 budget of $1.4 billion approved; such a budget would 
have enabled NASA to accelerate its booster and rocket engine development 
efforts. After tough negotiations with BOB, NASA was held to a $1.1 billion 
total.°° At that budget level, there would necessarily be a delay in closing the 
weight-lifting gap with the Soviet Union. It would be up to the new presi- 
dent to decide whether this was an acceptable situation. 


The Future of Human Space Flight 


The initial U.S. human space flight effort, Project Mercury, was a very basic 
undertaking, intended primarily to investigate the human ability to sur- 
vive being launched into space and returning to Earth and to perform vari- 
ous simple tasks in the weightless environment while in orbit. Planning for 
a human space flight program to follow Mercury began within NASA in 
1959. The first task was to select the objective for that program. To do this, 
NASA formed a Research Steering Committee on Manned Space Flight in 
April 1959. At the committee’s first meeting the next month, George Low, 
who was responsible for human space flight at NASA headquarters, sug- 
gested that the committee “adopt the lunar landing mission as its present 
long range objective with proper emphasis on intermediate steps, because 
this approach will be easier to sell.” The committee concluded its meeting 
without agreeing whether such a mission, or a less ambitious mission to 
fly around the Moon without landing, was the better choice of a long- 
range objective.*” By the time the group met the following month, Low 
had convinced his colleagues that the lunar landing mission was indeed 
the appropriate long-term goal for NASA’s human space flight program. 
Operating without top-level political guidance and basing their choice on 
what constituted from a space program point of view a rational program of 
human space flight development, NASA planners thus chose the lunar land- 
ing objective almost two years before John F. Kennedy made his decision to 
send Americans to the Moon. 

In late July 1960, Administrator Glennan approved the suggestion of the 
NASA director of space flight programs, Abe Silverstein, that the post-Mer- 
cury program be named Project Apollo. Silverstein had picked the name out 
of a Greek mythology book because he thought that the image of the god 
Apollo riding his chariot across the Sun gave the best representation of the 
grand scale of the proposed project. Project Apollo faced a high degree of 
political uncertainty, however. President Eisenhower and many of his advis- 
ers were skeptical of the long-term value of human space flight, and were not 
inclined to approve an undertaking as ambitious as sending U.S. astronauts 
to the Moon. As NASA and the BOB developed a space budget for fiscal year 
1962, no funds were included for the Apollo spacecraft. 
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The leadership of the U.S. scientific community reinforced skepticism 
from White House regarding the human space flight. In December 1960, 
eighteen months after leaving his position as Eisenhower’s science adviser, 
James Killian suggested that “many thoughtful citizens are convinced that 
the really exciting discoveries in space can be realized better by instruments 
than by man.” Killian was aware of NASA’s ambitious plans, and cautioned 
that “unless decisions result in containing our development of man-in-space 
systems and big rocket boosters, we will soon have committed ourselves to a 
multi-billion dollar space program.” He asked, rather rhetorically, “Will sev- 
eral billion dollars a year additional for enhancing the quality of education 
do more for the future of the United States and its position in the world than 
several billion dollars a year additional for man-in-space?”*® 

Killian’s successor as science adviser, Harvard professor George 
Kistiakowsky, also was skeptical of the concept of a fast-paced human space 
flight program intended to win a “space race” with the Soviet Union. In a 
1959 discussion paper on “To Race or Not to Race?” Kistiakowsky noted 
that “there is a well-established military maxim that advises against engag- 
ing in battle on the field of the enemy’s choosing, but that is precisely what 
we have committed ourselves to, publicly interpreting Soviet achievements 
as a challenge for a contest based on that unique and narrow technological 
specialty—rocketry—in which they excel.” He asked “to what extent and 
how?” should the United States disengage from such a space race and noted 
that “our strength is that our satellites and space probes have provided us 
with more scientific information than the Soviets’ did.” He suggested that 
“we should hammer this home” and “dismiss the current weight superiority 
of Soviet payloads as unessential.”*? Kistiakowsky formed an ad hoc panel 
of the President’s Science Advisory Committee (PSAC) in September 1960 
“to present the costs of our [human] space activities to the President and to 
the attention of the next administration.” In an early meeting of the panel, 
Kistiakowsky asked its members to spell out in its report “what cannot be 
done in space without man.” His view that there were relatively few things 
that met this criterion, and thus building the rockets necessary for ambitious 
human missions “has to be thought of as mainly a political rather than a 
scientific enterprise.”*° 

The six-person Ad Hoc Panel on Man-in-Space completed its report in 
December. The panel was chaired by PSAC member and Princeton University 
chemist Donald Hornig. The panel worked closely with NASA during its 
investigation. The panel’s report noted that “the most impelling reason for 
our [space] effort has been the international political situation which demands 
that we demonstrate our technological capabilities if we are to maintain our 
position of leadership.” The report called Project Mercury “a somewhat mar- 
ginal effort, limited by the thrust of the Atlas booster.” As a result of this 
limitation, there was not “a high probability of a successful flight while also 
providing adequate safety for the Astronaut.” The report noted that “a dif- 
ficult decision will soon be necessary as to when or whether a manned flight 
should be launched” and that “ the chief justification for pushing Project 
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Mercury on the present schedule lies in the political desire either to be the 
first nation to send a man into orbit, or at least to be a close second.”*! 

With respect to future missions, the panel noted that they depended on 
the availability of the Saturn launch vehicle, and that a circumlunar mission 
could only be attempted only when the Saturn C-2 with a hydrogen-fueled 
upper stage became available. The panel estimated that this would be in 
1968 or 1969, with an initial attempt at a circumlunar mission around 1970. 
This was several years later than what NASA had indicated was possible. 
The Saturn C-2 would also be needed to launch the three-person Apollo 
spacecraft into Earth orbit to function as a space laboratory, but the panel 
thought that “the valid scientific missions to be performed by a manned 
laboratory of this size could be accomplished using a much smaller instru- 
mented spacecraft.” The panel observed that “none of the boosters now 
planned for development are capable of landing on the moon with sufficient 
auxiliary equipment to return the crew safely to Earth. To achieve this goal, 
a new program much larger than Saturn will be needed.” 

The PSAC report suggested that “certainly among the major reasons for 
attempting the manned exploration of space are emotional compulsions and 
national aspirations. These are not subjects that can be discussed on techni- 
cal grounds...It seems, therefore, to us at the present time that man-in- 
space cannot be justified on purely scientific grounds.” That being said, the 
panel observed that “it may be argued that much of the motivation and drive 
for the scientific exploration of space is derived from the dream of man’s get- 
ting into space himself.” 

The panel estimated the costs of the Mercury, Apollo circumlunar, and 
lunar landing programs. It included in the costs of each program the expenses 
connected with robotic activities undertaken in its support, and used 1975 
as the target date for the first lunar landing. The estimates were as follows: 


Project Mercury—$350 million 
Apollo circumlunar—$8 billion 
Manned lunar landing—an additional $26 to $38 billion. 


The cost estimates for Project Mercury and the Apollo circumlunar mission 
came from NASA. The PSAC panel developed the cost estimate for the lunar 
landing mission on its own; its estimate was dramatically higher than any 
that NASA was developing at the time.*? 

The panel’s report was presented to President Eisenhower at a National 
Security Council meeting on December 20, 1960. There are various accounts 
of his reaction, none of them suggesting a positive response. Kistiakowsky 
reported that Eisenhower “was shocked and even talked about complete ter- 
mination of man-in-space programs.” (Kistiakowsky also says that he had 
“learned secondhand that the president-elect was also shown our report 
before the inauguration and had a negative reaction to the moon-landing 
proposition.”) Glennan observed that “The president was prompt in his 
response: ‘He couldn’t care less whether a man ever reaches the moon.’” 
NASA’s associate administrator (the agency’s number three position), Robert 
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Seamans, who had joined the space agency in September 1960, said that 
Eisenhower asked for an explanation of the reasons for undertaking such 
an ambitious and expensive program, and that one response compared the 
lunar journey to the voyages of Columbus to America, which were financed 
by Spain’s Queen Isabella. Eisenhower reacted by asserting that he was “not 
about to hock his jewels” to send men to the Moon.*? 

Reflecting the president’s views as voiced at the December 20 meeting, 
the draft of Eisenhower’s last budget message said that there was no scientific 
or defense need for a man-in-space program beyond Mercury. Glennan went 
to see science adviser Kistiakowsky on January 3, 1961, to argue that such a 
statement was “unwise,” and succeeded in getting the statement modified. 
In his final budget message, Eisenhower instead said that “further test and 
experimentation will be necessary to establish if there are any valid scientific 
reasons for extending manned space flight beyond the Mercury program.”*4 
If there was going to be a follow on the Project Mercury, it would be new 
President John Kennedy who would have to approve it, and it was prob- 
able that such approval would have to be based on other than a scientific 
rationale. 

Despite the negative signals from the outgoing administration, NASA’s 
internal planning for Project Apollo and a lunar landing project to follow it 
had continued. On October 17, 1960, George Low had told his boss, Abe 
Silverstein, “it has become increasingly apparent that a preliminary program 
for manned lunar landings should be formulated. This is necessary in order 
to provide a proper justification for Apollo, and to place Apollo schedules 
and technical plans on a firmer foundation.”** Low formed a small working 
group to develop such a program. The Space Task Group at NASA’s Langley 
Research Center in Virginia, which was in charge of Project Mercury, and 
the von Braun team in Huntsville also were working on planning a lunar 
landing mission. The groups presented a status report on their efforts at a 
January 5 meeting of NASA’s Space Exploration Council. There was a “clear 
consensus” that such planning should continue under Low’s direction, but 
Administrator Glennan reminded his staff that there was no White House 
support for such an ambitious undertaking.*° While this was correct for the 
few days remaining in the Eisenhower administration, NASA’s preliminary 
planning for a lunar landing mission within months became a critical enabler 
of John Kennedy’s decision to go to the Moon. 


Space during the Transition 


In the period between the November 8 election and his inauguration, presi- 
dent-elect Kennedy dealt with only one of these pressing space policy issues, 
asking vice president-elect Lyndon B. Johnson to assume the chairmanship 
of the National Aeronautics and Space Council. This request was widely 
viewed at the time as an indication of the secondary priority that Kennedy 
was assigning to space. Kennedy also was briefed on January 10 on the report 
of his task force on outer space, which was chaired by MIT engineer Jerome 
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Wiesner, who had served as a technical and arms control adviser during the 
presidential campaign and was the top candidate to be Kennedy’s White 
House science adviser. Wiesner’s report was very critical of NASA’s organi- 
zation and management and on the emphasis being placed on the Project 
Mercury human space flight effort; it also had harsh words for the national 
security space program. 

The Weisner task force had prepared its report without any briefings or 
other input from NASA, and there was no other direct contact between the 
incoming administration and NASA’s managers during the transition period. 
The position of NASA administrator was one of the few senior positions for 
which no one had been nominated as Kennedy became president. Robert 
Seamans, who was the NASA associate administrator during the transition, 
later commented that “during the interval between Kennedy’s election and 
his inauguration, a sword of Damocles hung over NASA.” Seamans added 
that rumors that the report of the Weisner group would contain ideas such 
“as a merger of NASA and the military or a transfer of manned space flight 
to the military, along with hints about the incompetence of NASA leader- 
ship,” were “quite unnerving.” 


Johnson to Chair Space Council 


During the transition, Ted Sorensen and David Bell, the Harvard economist 
whom Kennedy had chosen to be his budget director, met several times with 
BOB deputy director Elmer Staats. Among the many issues discussed, they 
agreed that the Space Council was not needed and that legislation abolishing 
it should be reintroduced in the new Congress. As late as December 17, an 
action to “abolish the National Aeronautics and Space Council” appeared on 
a “Preliminary Check-List of Organizational Issues” prepared for the transi- 
tion team by Richard Neustadt.*8 

However, by mid-December, when Kennedy and Johnson met in Palm 
Beach to discuss the new administration’s legislative program, Kennedy had 
decided to assign the vice president-elect lead responsibility within his admin- 
istration for space issues. To signify this, Kennedy announced on December 
20 that the vice president would replace the president as chair of the National 
Aeronautics and Space Council.*? 

The precise sequence of events surrounding this announcement 
remains unclear. On December 17, in preparation for Johnson’s meetings 
with Kennedy, Kenneth Belieu, who was the staff director of the Senate 
Committee on Aeronautical and Space Sciences that Johnson had chaired, 
sent a memo to Johnson on “Government Organization for Space Issues.” 
In it, Belieu suggested that Johnson urge Kennedy to “reactivate the Space 
Council.” But he did not suggest that Johnson ask Kennedy to make him the 
council’s chair; rather, he said, “While the law would necessarily need to be 
changed to include the Vice President as a formal member of the Council, 
the President could invite the Vice President to attend and preside over the 
Council meetings in his absence, pending a change in the law.” Belieu also 
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told Johnson that “at NASA there has been a continuing lack of leadership 
and competence” and that “the Air Force can be expected—and apparently 
already has started—to make a basic power play to grab the entire Space 
program. This would involve eliminating NASA.”°° 

The Space Council assignment was a logical one for Johnson. Beginning 
soon after the launch of Sputnik 1, he had played a prominent role in shaping 
the Congressional response to the Soviet space achievements. An October 
17, 1957, memorandum from one of his top advisers, George Reedy, pointed 
out to Johnson that the Soviet achievement “could be one of the great divid- 
ing lines in American and world history, the whole history of humanity” and 
suggested that it offered the Democrats, and specifically Johnson, an oppor- 
tunity to present themselves as being more in tune with such a development. 
Following Reedy’s advice, Johnson chaired the twenty days of hearings on 
“satellite and missile programs” held by his Preparedness Subcommittee of 
the Senate Armed Services Committee between November 1957 and January 
1958. As Johnson addressed the Senate’s Democratic caucus on January 7, 
1958, in an address Reedy characterized as having “compelling power,” he 
claimed that “control of space means control of the world.”*! As the Senate 
organized itself to deal with space issues, Johnson named himself chairman 
of the new Committee on Aeronautical and Space Sciences, even as he main- 
tained his position as majority leader. 

In a 1969 interview with veteran television journalist Walter Cronkite on 
the occasion of the launch of the Apollo 11 mission to the Moon, Lyndon 
Johnson told Cronkite that president-elect Kennedy had asked him whether 
there was anything “that I thought I could be helpful to the Administration 
on.” Johnson replied that “I would like to work in the field of space,” and 
that Kennedy had replied that “a President had all a person could do and the 
Law provided that the President would be Chairman of the Space Council.” 
Kennedy told Johnson that if he were “willing to assume that obligation, he 
would ask the Congress to amend that statue.”*? 

Two days after the decision to make Lyndon Johnson chair of the Space 
Council was announced, Belieu wrote a follow-up memorandum on “Space 
Problems” that focused on the potential Air Force “power grab.” He told 
Johnson that the NASA-Air Force conflict was “why I have been so firmly 
convinced that the Space Council needs to be resurrected and reestablished,” 
since “only someone with your force and vigor and understanding can sepa- 
rate the men from the boys. With President’s backing and a man you could 
trust running NASA, and with close liaison and affinity to the Pentagon at 
the higher civilian levels, the problem can be licked.”*? 

Even after the announcement of the space role for Johnson, Richard 
Neustadt on December 23 sent Kennedy a “memo on space problems for you 
to use with Lyndon Johnson.” Neustadt in a cover letter said that his memo- 
randum was a response to Kennedy for a suggestion, which seemingly must 
have come before December 20, “on something you could give him to work 
on and worry about”; he called the memorandum a “quickie,” one that “was 
worked up today in collaboration with the Budget staff, and no doubt could 
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be vastly improved. But the main thing was to get you something to use.” The 
Neustadt memorandum noted that “the ‘space’ program, both civil and mili- 
tary, raises problems of great difficulty” that were “essentially ...problems of 
policy direction.” The memo noted that “an opportunity now exists to revi- 
talize the National Aeronautics and Space Council under the Chairmanship 
of the Vice President” in order “to have it operate selectively on the high 
priority policy issues.”°+ Whether the suggestion to make Johnson the Space 
Council chair came from the Johnson camp or the Kennedy camp is not 
totally clear. There is, as the preceding paragraphs show, even suggestive 
evidence that the initiative may have come from Lyndon Johnson himself. 

Johnson returned to Palm Beach to meet with Kennedy on December 26, 
this time accompanied by Oklahoma senator Robert Kerr, who was LBJ’s 
choice as his successor as chairman of the Senate space committee. To make 
Robert Kerr the new chairman meant bypassing several senators on the com- 
mittee more senior than Kerr. Of them, only Senator Clinton Anderson of 
New Mexico was potentially interested in the chairmanship. Anderson was 
persuaded not to stand in Kerr’s way and instead to accept the chairmanship 
of another committee during a phone call from Kerr as he met with Johnson 
and Kennedy on December 26; Kerr told Anderson on the telephone that 
the two men wanted Kerr to have the chairmanship, and that he hoped 
Anderson would agree. Anderson immediately accepted this request.** Until 
he became committee chair, Kerr had shown little interest in space; his 
friendship with Lyndon Johnson and his stature as a leading senator were his 
prime qualifications for the chairmanship. In Kerr, Johnson knew he had a 
close and powerful ally who would help him push the new administration to 
propose a larger space program and who would be sympathetic to the politi- 
cal (and pork-barrel) uses of that larger program. 

After Kennedy’s meeting with Johnson and Kerr, The New York Times 
reported that the three had agreed “on plans to expand the United States’ 
exploration of space...reflecting Mr. Kennedy’s serious concern over the 
Soviet lead in this field and his oft-repeated campaign argument that United 
States prestige had slipped abroad as a result.”°° Whether this was, in fact, 
what the men had agreed upon was not immediately clear. It was not until 
four months later, in April 1961, that the Space Council was activated and 
Lyndon Johnson as its chairman given the task of proposing a way for the 
United States to enter and win the space race. 


Wiesner Task Force Critical of NASA and DOD Space Efforts 


One of the twenty-nine task forces advising president-elect Kennedy during 
the transition focused on “outer space.” The task force was led by Jerome 
Wiesner, a professor of engineering at MIT who had been involved in weap- 
ons research during World War IJ and had had a decade of experience dealing 
with the national security policy aspects of scientific and engineering issues. 
Wiesner had been a member of PSAC since its inception in 1957, but had not 
served on any of the PSAC subcommittees dealing with space issues. He had, 
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however, most likely heard many of the briefings on space issues given to the 
overall committee. During the presidential campaign, Kennedy had sought 
his advice primarily on a possible nuclear test ban and other arms control 
issues. By the time the task force began its work, Wiesner had emerged as 
Kennedy’s most likely choice to be the presidential science adviser. 

The other original members of the Wiesner “Ad Hoc Committee on 
Space” were: 


e Edwin Purcell, the Harvard professor who had chaired the first PSAC 
study on space in 1958 and was chair of the PSAC space flight panel; 

¢ Donald Hornig, professor at Princeton University and the PSAC member 
who was chair of PSAC’s space booster panel and had also led the PSAC 
“Ad Hoc Panel on Man-in-Space”; 

e Edwin “Din” Land, President of Polaroid Corporation in Cambridge and 
an original PSAC member; 

e Harry Watters, a top assistant to Land; 

e Bruno Rossi, professor of physics at MIT; and 

e Trevor Gardner, a former Air Force Assistant Secretary for Research and 
Development who also was chairing an Air Force committee in support of 
the service’s campaign for a larger role in space. 


One indication that the decision to make Lyndon Johnson chair of the 
Space Council had been taken prior to December 17 was a meeting on that 
day between Jerome Wiesner, Kenneth Belieu, and Max Leher, who was the 
Senate space committee’s assistant staff director. The latter two, of course, 
worked for Johnson as committee chair. At that meeting, Wiesner expressed 
support for reestablishing the Space Council, and invited Belieu and Leher 
to join his task force.°” It is unlikely that this invitation would have been 
offered if it were not for the space policy role that Kennedy envisaged for 
Johnson. 

Most of the members of Wiesner’s group were deeply familiar with 
space issues because of their past involvements. They chose to prepare their 
report without any briefings or other formal contact with NASA and DOD. 
The group met together only a few times before issuing its report; Robert 
Seamans, NASA’s associate administrator, notes that “alarming rumors” 
about what the group might say in its report “kept appearing in journals and 
newspapers.”°® 

On January 10, 1961, president-elect Kennedy met in Lyndon Johnson’s 
Senate office with Johnson, members of the Wiesner panel, Senator Kerr, 
and Representative Overton Brooks, chairman of the House Committee on 
Science and Astronautics, to be briefed on the panel’s report. Because por- 
tions of the report dealt with the military space program and other sensitive 
policy matters, the entire report was classified “confidential.” An unclassi- 
fied version was made public the next day.*? 

The twenty-four page report was admittedly a “hasty review” aimed at 
providing a “survey of the program” and identifying “personnel, technical, 
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or administrative problems” requiring prompt attention. It listed five princi- 
pal motivations for the space program: 


1. National prestige 

2. National security 

3. Scientific observation and experiment 
4. Practical nonmilitary applications 

5. International cooperation.” 


The panel recognized that “space exploration and exploits have captured the 
imagination of the peoples of the world,” and that “during the next few years 
the prestige of the United States will in part be determined by the leadership 
we demonstrate in space activities.” 

The task force felt “compelled to criticize our space program and its man- 
agement” because of “serious problems within NASA, within the military 
establishment, and at the executive and other policy-making levels of govern- 
ment.” The report was critical of the management of both NASA and DOD 
space efforts. With regard to NASA, it called for “vigorous, imaginative, 
and technically competent top management,” implying that NASA’s current 
top officials had not demonstrated these qualities. The report deplored the 
tendency of each military service to create an independent space program 
and called for one service to be responsible for space within the DOD. It was 
concerned with the lack of coordination among the various agencies involved 
in space and endorsed the revitalization of the Space Council as “an effec- 
tive agency for managing the national space program.” The use of the word 
managing was particularly noted; some took this as a suggestion that the 
Space Council would have executive, not just coordinating, responsibilities 
in space. 

Only the scientific portion of NASA’s programs was deemed “basically 
sound.” Even so, the report noted that “too few of the country’s outstanding 
scientists and engineers” were working in the space field. Developing boost- 
ers with greater weight-lifting capability was “a matter of national urgency,” 
since “the inability of our rockets to lift large payloads into space is key to 
serious limitations of our space program.” 

The report recognized that “man will be compelled” to go into space “by 
the same motives that have compelled him to go to the poles and to climb 
the highest mountains of the earth.” Thus, “manned exploration of space 
will certainly come to pass and we believe that the United States must play 
a vigorous role in this venture.” The ultimate goal of human space flight, 
the group recognized, was “eventual manned exploration of the moon and 
the planets.” The panel acknowledged that “some day” humans in space 
might “accomplish important scientific or technical tasks,” but in the short 
run human space flight “cannot be justified solely on scientific or technical 
grounds.” 

The Wiesner task force called Project Mercury “marginal,” as had the 
PSAC report a month earlier, and pointed out that it was “very unlikely” 
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that the United States would be first to send an astronaut to orbit. Echoing 
the PSAC position, it was critical of the relative priorities given to human 
and robotic flight: “The acquisition of new knowledge and the enrichment 
of human life through technological advances are solid, durable and worth- 
while goals of space activities... By having placed highest national priority 
on the MERCURY program, we have strengthened the popular belief that 
man in space is the most important aim of our nonmilitary space effort.” 

The task force recommended that President Kennedy not allow “the pres- 
ent Mercury program to continue unchanged for more than a very few months” 
and that he not “effectively endorse this program and take the blame for its 
possible failures.” It suggested that “a thorough and impartial appraisal of 
the MERCURY program should be urgently made.” It recommended that 
“we should stop advertising Mercury as our major objective in space. Indeed, 
we should make an effort to diminish the significance of this program to 
its proper proportion before the public, both at home and abroad.” Of par- 
ticular concern was the potential death of an astronaut in a Mercury mis- 
sion, particularly if he were to be stranded in orbit. Rather than continue 
to put emphasis on human space flight, suggested the panel, “We should 
find effective means to make people appreciate the cultural, public service, 
and military importance of space activities other than space travel.” Finally, 
the panel recommended “a vigorous program to exploit the potentialities of 
practical space systems” for communications, navigation, and meteorological 
observation. 

After the panel’s briefing, the president-elect described the report as 
“highly informative” and his meeting with the task force as “very fruitful.” 
Once the report became public, it was subject to criticism from space advo- 
cates, and at his first post-inaugural press conference Kennedy remarked that 
“T don’t think anyone is suggesting that their [the task force’s] views are nec- 
essarily in every case the right views.”°! In terms of the space program’s sub- 
stance, in contrast to management issues, the report seemed to endorse the 
civilian space program that had been pursued by the Eisenhower administra- 
tion; it certainly was not “the ringing denunciation of Eisenhower’s lassitude 
on space initiatives that Kennedy ...might have hoped for.” According to one 
historian, Kennedy “treated the panel’s findings “like a skunk at a wedding.” 
There was even some question after the inauguration of whether Wiesner 
agreed with everything in the report of the task force he had chaired. 

The day after he received the report of the panel, Kennedy named Jerome 
Wiesner as his new science and technology adviser. Wiesner’s selection meant 
that Kennedy would hear both sides of the case for a high profile civilian 
space program focused on human space flight, one perspective from Lyndon 
Johnson and the other from Wiesner. 


An Uncertain Future for NASA 


In his final weeks in office, NASA administrator Keith Glennan grew 
increasingly distressed by the lack of any contact from the incoming Kennedy 
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administration. Shortly after the election, Glennan spoke briefly with Jerome 
Wiesner. He tried to probe Wiesner regarding the schedule for naming the 
new NASA administrator, but Wiesner only asked whether Glennan was 
willing to stay on in the job, to which Glennan replied in the negative. By 
January 3, Glennan noted in his diary that “never in my life have I seemed 
so frustrated in attempting to bring an important job to a conclusion.” He 
bemoaned that NASA had “been in a state of suspended animation since the 
election” and that “not one single word or hint of action has been forthcom- 
ing from the Kennedy administration.”°? 

On January 9, the impatient Glennan called vice president-elect Lyndon 
Johnson. Glennan told Johnson that he “felt a heavy responsibility in the 
matter of turning over my job to my successor” and that he “was ready to 
help in any way desired.” He added that he had heard that finding a new 
NASA administrator was proving difficult, and offered “to help in the pro- 
cess.” Glennan noted that this was “his first contact with the new adminis- 
tration, and that he had to initiate it.” He reported that Johnson replied to 
his call by thanking him lavishly for his helpful attitude and then saying “as 
soon as I have something to tell or discuss with you, I will call you!”°* Such 
a call never came. 

On January 17, with still no word from the incoming administration, 
Glennan called the White House to alert the staff there that no senior person 
at NASA had been asked to stay on, and that Hugh Dryden had expressed 
his willingness to serve as acting administrator during the change in admin- 
istrations. An hour later, he was told that Clark Clifford, who was handling 
personnel appointments for president-elect Kennedy, had indicated to the 
White House that the new administration did indeed want Dryden to stay 
on.® There still was no direct contact between NASA and the Kennedy 
team. 

Glennan’s last day at NASA was January 19, 1961. After sherry with a few 
of his staff, Glennan left NASA for the final time, intending to begin the 
drive back to his home in Cleveland that evening. However, Washington was 
paralyzed by a blizzard, and it was not until 6:30 a.m. on January 20, the 
day of the Kennedy’s inauguration, that he was able to leave. As he drove 
west and listened to the inauguration ceremonies on his car radio, Keith 
Glennan reflected on “some 29 months of interesting, exciting, baffling, 
and, at times, frustrating work in Washington.” His somewhat melancholy 
last entry into the diary of his time in Washington was: “And still—no word 
from the Kennedy administration!”°° 

Neither Keith Glennan nor anyone else connected with the nation’s civil- 
ian space program could have anticipated the dramatic changes in the nation’s 
space policy that would emerge over the next few months. 
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Chapter 3 
Getting Started 


O, a frigid and snow-covered January 20, 1961, John F. Kennedy was sworn 
in as the thirty-fifth President of the United States. In his stirring inaugu- 
ral address, Kennedy had a particular message “to those nations who would 
make themselves our adversary.” He asked that “both sides begin anew the 
quest for peace,” but that toward potential adversaries, “we dare not tempt 
them with weakness.” So, “let us begin anew, remembering on both sides 
that civility is not a sign of weakness...Let us never negotiate out of fear, 
but let us never fear to negotiate. Let both sides explore what problems unite 
us... Let both sides seek to invoke the wonders of science instead of its ter- 
rors. Together let us explore the stars.” Kennedy stressed the sacrifices he 
was asking of Americans in order to lead the global fight for freedom, saying 
“now the trumpet summons us again—not as a call to bear arms, though 
arms we need—not as a call to battle, though embattled we are—but a call to 
bear the burden of a long twilight struggle, year in and year out”; he called 
his countrymen to action with his much-quoted admonition, “Ask not what 
your country can do for you—ask what you can do for your country.”! 

Theodore Sorensen, who collaborated with Kennedy in drafting the 
address, notes that one line in the speech was “a more important statement 
of his administration’s intent” than any other in the speech: “Only when our 
arms are sufficient beyond doubt can we be certain beyond doubt that they 
will never be employed.” This, says Sorensen, “was the Kennedy approach 
to war and peace,” combining unmistakable strength with a willingness to 
seek areas of cooperation rather than to focus on areas of conflict.” It was 
an approach that Kennedy was to use with respect to space in all his days in 
office—preferring to cooperate but being willing to compete if that was the 
better path to advancing U.S. interests. 

The inaugural address, in addition to its soaring rhetoric, reflected 
Kennedy’s world view as he entered office. Thomas Reeves notes that 
Kennedy brought with him to the White House “the values and many of the 
ideas his father had instilled in all the Kennedy children.” These included 
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“the president’s selection of pragmatic advisers, his overall lack of interest in 
domestic reform, his conservative economic views, his hard-nosed posture in 
foreign affairs ...and his intense interest in public relations and his image.”* 

In his September 1960 memorandum on “Organizing the Transition,” 
Richard Neustadt had observed that “one hears talk all over town about 
‘another Hundred Days’ [referring to the beginning of Franklin D. Roosevelt’s 
first term in office], once Kennedy is in the White House.” Neustadt felt that 
“if this means an impression to be made on congressmen, bureaucrats, press, 
public, foreign governments, the analogy is apt.” He suggested that “noth- 
ing would help the new administration more than such a first impression of 
energy, direction, action, avd accomplishment. Creating that impression and 
sustaining it becomes a prime objective for the months after Inauguration 
Day.” Arthur Schlesinger adds that it was Kennedy’s intention in his initial 
days in office “to create a picture of drive, purpose and hope.” 

This intention was not realized. Instead, the first one hundred days of 
the Kennedy administration were marked by slow movement of Kennedy’s 
domestic program through the Congress and immediate challenges from 
abroad. After an initial victory in the House of Representatives, adding two 
more liberal members to the southern conservative-dominated House Rules 
Committee and thus making it more likely that the committee would not 
block Kennedy’s legislative proposals from reaching the House floor, the 
president found that moving his domestic policy proposals through the 
Congress was much slower going than he had hoped for. 

In the foreign policy and national security fields, even more intractable 
issues confronted the new president. Kennedy and his close associates were 
troubled by a January 6 speech by Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev, in 
which the Soviet leader projected “bellicose confidence” that international 
events were trending in the favor of the Communists; Khrushchev had said 
that “there is no longer any force in the world capable of barring the road 
to socialism.” Kennedy’s tough language in his inaugural address was an 
initial reaction to the Soviet challenge. On February 23, Kennedy sent off a 
letter to Khrushchev, suggesting an early meeting between the two; it was 
Kennedy’s hope that he could convince the Soviet leader that the United 
States could not be bullied.* 

The first crisis of the new administration in foreign policy emerged in 
mid-March; Kennedy was faced with the decision of whether or not to inter- 
vene with U.S. troops in Laos, a small landlocked country in Southeast Asia, 
where the pro-American government seemed to be on the verge of mili- 
tary defeat by the Communist Pathet Lao forces. The White House inter- 
preted this conflict as one of the “wars of national liberation” that Nikita 
Khrushchev had said in his January speech would be an important means 
for spreading Communist values around the world. On March 20 and again 
on March 21, Kennedy met with his National Security Council to discuss 
whether immediate intervention was necessary or whether a diplomatic 
solution was still possible. The joint chiefs of staff, fearing another Korea- 
like engagement half a world away, urged decisive actions involving 60,000 
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troops, air support, and possibly the use of tactical nuclear weapons in order 
to ensure quick success. After these meetings, Kennedy decided not to inter- 
vene as yet, but to demonstrate his willingness to do so if the United States 
and the Soviet Union could not find grounds for compromise on the future 
of Laos. Kennedy scheduled a press conference for March 23 in order to issue 
a public warning to the Soviets that the United States would intervene unless 
an immediate ceasefire could be arranged.° 

It was in this troubled domestic and international context that the 
Kennedy administration took its first steps in determining the future of the 
U.S. civilian space program. Compared to the other issues on his agenda, 
space remained a relatively low priority item, and Kennedy himself was only 
occasionally directly involved. However, early attention to a number of issues 
could not be avoided. 


Finding a NASA Administrator 


The most pressing of these issues was finding someone to run NASA. As the 
new administration took office, no one had been selected as the nominee for 
the job of NASA administrator, which thus became the most senior unfilled 
position as the Kennedy presidency began. That no nominee had been named 
was not for lack of trying. There are several versions of how many people 
were considered for the position. The number in various accounts ranges 
from nineteen to twenty-eight.” 

In their December discussions on space issues, John Kennedy had given 
Lyndon Johnson the responsibility of identifying the person to be the next 
NASA administrator. In turn, Johnson asked the staff director of the Senate 
space committee, Kenneth Belieu, to coordinate the search for the nomi- 
nee. Belieu had told Johnson on December 22 that “the Administrator of 
NASA doesn’t have to be a technician. He does need to have firm adminis- 
trative ability, and be able to work with scientists and technicians.” Belieu’s 
initial thoughts about people qualified for the NASA position included 
Karl Bendetsen, an industrialist who had served in the Truman adminis- 
tration; General Maxwell Taylor, retired Army Chief of Staff; and George 
Feldman, who had been the staff director of the House committee estab- 
lished in 1958 as proposals to create NASA were being considered. Belieu 
noted that Feldman had been “actively seeking” the NASA job. He also 
noted that the current Air Force chief of staff, Thomas White, who was soon 
to retire, “might be interested,” and that he had gotten suggestions that Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory director William Pickering and Marshall Space Flight 
Center director Wernher von Braun might be good candidates.® 

Most of these possibilities did not survive a first round of scrutiny. 
On January 23, Belieu gave a list of possible picks to now—Vice President 
Johnson. They were Laurence (Pat) Hyland of Hughes Aircraft; Charles 
(Tex) Thornton of Litton Industries; James Fisk of Bell Laboratories; 
James Doolittle, World War II hero and former chairman of the National 
Advisory Committee on Aeronautics; and William Foster of Olin Mathieson 
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Chemicals. On January 25, Belieu reported to top Johnson assistant Bill 
Moyers, who was interviewing candidates and then deciding whether or 
not to send them forward to the vice president, that “we have run through 
about 25 names to date,” and that the 25 did not include “Generals Maxwell 
Taylor, Jim Gavin, Bruce Medaires [szc- the correct spelling is Medaris], Earl 
Partridge, [and] Thomas White.” An unsigned January 26 memorandum, 
most likely composed also by Belieu, reflected a view that NASA should 
not be headed by an active military man because “the Communists would 
scream that this proved our militaristic intentions in space and that NASA 
was and is a facade”; because “it would have the effect of scaring off allies 
and neutrals from a program of international cooperation in space”; and 
because “many of the scientists in NASA might prefer to work elsewhere if 
NASA took on a military look.”? According to Lyndon Johnson, at some 
point Kennedy had suggested appointing retired General James Gavin, who 
had been a campaign adviser, to head NASA, and Johnson had told Kennedy 
that “that’s the worst thing we could do for the program, would be put a 
man with stars on his shoulder and a general’s uniform, in charge of the 
space effort of this country, because it would frighten other countries and do 
a great disservice to our own program.”!° 

Belieu reported to Moyers that “at the Vice President’s direction” he had 
called several of the people on his list and would meet with William Baker, 
head of Bell Laboratories, and Tex Thornton. Belieu also reported that he 
had interviewed William Pickering, who was “definitely interested,” but 
“we might do better.” The head of General Dynamics, Frank Pace, was also 
involved in the search process. Belieu on January 26 said that Pace “would 
call me back this afternoon with a check on some of these people and fur- 
ther suggestions.” He told Moyers, “it looks as though it will be impossible 
to find anyone who is completely satisfactory to all factions involved in the 
space program.” 

Kennedy, tired of the delay in identifying a candidate for the NASA job, 
reportedly told Johnson and new science adviser Wiesner soon after his inau- 
guration that he would find someone himself if they did not act soon. On 
January 25, he told his first press conference that he was “hopeful” that a 
NASA administrator would be named in the next few days.!? 

One underlying reason for the difficulty in finding a person to take over 
NASA was the pervasive uncertainty about the future of the agency and of 
the U.S. civilian space program. John Kennedy had given little indication 
during the campaign of how he would approach space policy as president. 
In addition, the Air Force campaign to take over the U.S. lead in space was 
at a peak, and no individual was interested in presiding over the dissolution 
of NASA. There were three general perspectives on what kind of person 
should head NASA. One view favored a person with administrative experi- 
ence in a science and technology setting; this had been the background of 
Keith Glennan. Another argued for a top-flight scientist with an academic 
background. A third argued that political savvy in addition to administrative 
skill was a more necessary background than either a scientific or engineering 
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background. The first of these positions was supported by Wiesner.!* The 
second position was held by many nongovernmental scientists, who wanted 
NASA priorities determined solely by scientific criteria. The third was the 
position of Lyndon Johnson and Robert Kerr.!* 

Another significant barrier to getting someone to accept the NASA position 
was the probability that the NASA administrator would find himself having 
to work closely with, or even for, Johnson, given LBJ’s anticipated new role as 
Space Council chairman. The new vice president was known for “his tantrums 
and his wheedling and bullying.” Few senior people who had experienced the 
“Johnson treatment” were eager to undergo it on a continuing basis. According 
to Wiesner, “no good scientists wanted to take the job on because they didn’t 
want to come under LBJ.” Wiesner remembered that “8 or 9 of the best scien- 
tists in America were asked to head NASA, and they all said no.”® 


James Webb Selected 


In the wake of President Kennedy’s pressure, a new name was suggested, 
apparently to Lyndon Johnson by Senator Kerr and independently to 
President Kennedy by Wiesner. Wiesner later argued that his suggestion 
was the one that was decisive, although other accounts suggest that it was 
Lyndon Johnson who first brought Webb’s name to White House attention. 
The new candidate was James E. Webb, a businessman and lawyer with prior 
experience in high-level government posts. During the Truman administra- 
tion, Webb had been head of the Bureau of the Budget (BOB) and then 
the number two person under Dean Acheson at the Department of State. 
Webb also had experience in managing large organizations; he had worked 
in Oklahoma heading one of Robert Kerr’s companies from 1953 to 1958. 
After leaving Kerr’s employ, Webb had been active on issues of science and 
engineering education, in the process becoming well known to many of the 
leaders of the scientific community, including Wiesner. 

According to Wiesner, Kennedy asked him to check whether Johnson 
agreed that Webb would be a good choice. Johnson did agree, and because he 
had had such little success with the people he had contacted, asked Wiesner 
to call Webb. On Friday, January 27, after clearing the contact with the presi- 
dent, Wiesner telephoned Webb, who was at a luncheon in Oklahoma City, 
and asked him to be in Washington the following Monday to meet with the 
vice president to discuss the NASA position. 

Webb left Oklahoma City on Friday and spent the weekend in Washington 
discussing the prospects for space under Kennedy with several former associ- 
ates in the BOB and the Kennedy White House staff and with others whose 
views he valued. One of them was Webb’s longtime friend Lloyd Berkner, who 
was the current chair of the Space Science Board of the National Academy 
of Sciences, NASA’s primary source of scientific advice; Berkner had himself 
been approached for the NASA job and had said that he was not interested. 
By Monday morning, January 30, as he arrived at Johnson’s Capitol office, 
Webb felt that he had a fairly good idea of what was going on with respect to 
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space and had concluded that “I would not take the job if I could honorably 
and properly not take it.” 

Before meeting with Lyndon Johnson (whom he did not know well), Webb 
chatted with acting NASA administrator Hugh Dryden, who was there for 
the meeting, and Frank Pace, who had been Webb’s successor as director of 
the BOB in the Truman administration. Webb had also known Dryden since 
the late 1940s. Both Pace and Dryden agreed with Webb that he was not the 
right man for the job, and Webb asked Pace to convey that view to Johnson. 
Pace tried to do so, but Johnson was unwilling to listen and in essence threw 
Pace out of his office. Webb then met with Johnson, who, Webb says, was 
“very anxious” for Webb to accept the NASA job. Webb made it clear that 
he would only accept the position on the basis of a direct offer from the 
president. Arrangements were quickly made for Webb to meet with Kennedy, 
whom Webb previously had met only once or twice on social occasions. 

After lunch with Dryden, Webb met with Kennedy one-on-one in the 
Oval Office. Kennedy told him that he did not want a technical person for 
the NASA job, saying that “there are great issues of national and interna- 
tional policy” related to NASA, and that Webb, with his previous govern- 
ment experience, was well qualified to address such issues. Webb felt he could 
not refuse the president’s direct invitation, and so accepted the nomination. 





President Kennedy and James Webb on January 30, 1961, as Webb accepted the president’s 
offer to become the second NASA administrator (JFK Library photograph). 
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He asked Kennedy to keep Hugh Dryden as deputy administrator, and he 
also asked the president whether he was being hired to implement a prede- 
termined policy. Kennedy assured him that this was not the case and that he 
was looking to Webb to propose the best direction for NASA. Kennedy then 
escorted Webb from the Oval Office to the office of press secretary Pierre 
Salinger, who took Webb to the press room to announce his nomination. 
Only then could Webb call his wife to tell her what had happened; she had 
already heard the news on the radio.'¢ 

Webb’s confirmation hearing before the Senate Committee on Aeronautical 
and Space Sciences, with Robert Kerr in the chair, was held three days 
later, even before Webb’s formal nomination papers reached Capitol Hill; 
there were no questions after Webb’s opening statement. The committee 
voted unanimously to support the nomination; the Senate followed suit on 
February 9. Lyndon Johnson swore in Webb as NASA’s second administrator 
on February 14, and Webb set to work with the goal “to end uncertainty, 
to make unmistakably clear...support for manned space flight, to define 
necessary additions to the budget for Fiscal Year 1962...and to establish 
personal and official relationships conducive to effective leadership.”’” It was 
thus clear from the start of his tenure that James Webb had a different, more 
ambitious, vision for the future of NASA than his predecessor. Getting this 
vision accepted would not be an easy task. In preparation for Webb’s first 
meeting with the new director of the BOB, David Bell, on February 16, the 
BOB staff suggested that “we are pretty much still in the dark as to what 
position the [Kennedy] administration desires to take in the space field, or 
whether any general direction has been decided upon.”'8 

In addition to getting President Kennedy’s agreement to continue Hugh 
Dryden as deputy administrator, Webb also asked Robert Seamans to stay 
on as associate administrator. He was happy to learn that Seamans was a 
Republican, since that would give a bipartisan appearance to the top NASA 
management team. Webb told Dryden and Seamans that he wanted NASA 
to be managed jointly by the three of them as a “triad,” hammering out the 
major decisions together. Webb would handle NASA’s external political and 
public relations, Dryden would be the primary link to the U.S. and interna- 
tional science communities, and Seamans would act as NASA’s general man- 
ager. Seamans describes the arrangement: “Jim was the charismatic leader 
with long-range vision and a great knack for understanding how policy and 
politics interacted in Washington. Hugh...possessed a quiet, invaluable 
sense of practicality...I managed NASA’s programs while Jim lined up out- 
side support and Hugh provided sound guidance on our goals.”!” 

As he took on the NASA job, Webb was fifty-four years old. He was 
“stocky and voluble, vigorous, noisily garrulous, and with a broad North 
Carolina accent.” He had a strong physical presence; “though not a tall 
man, his strong, square head and bullish neck, his sturdy chest, an obsti- 
nate jaw and narrowed grey-blue eyes lent him a dominant demeanor.” 
Sorensen notes that “Webb was not...a Kennedy type individual. He was 
inclined to talk at great length, and the President preferred those who were 
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The “triad” of men who managed NASA during the Kennedy administration: Deputy 
Administrator Hugh Dryden (left); Administrator James Webb (center); and Associate 
Administrator Robert Seamans, Jr. (left) (NASA photograph). 


more precise.” He adds, however, that “I don’t know that the President 
ever regretted his appointment of Webb.” Wiesner remembers that Kennedy 
“understood that he had somebody with real ability in Webb” and adds that 
he never heard Kennedy say anything “snide or negative” about him. One 
account of Project Apollo, however, comments that “only because Kennedy 
was indifferent to space did Jim Webb end up in the administrator’s 
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position.” While a number of other men had turned down the job because 
of NASA’s uncertain future, if they had “known that four months later 
NASA would become a custodian of the nation’s honor, most of them 
would have snapped up the job. If the men in the White House had known, 
they would not have chosen anyone like Jim Webb.” The president’s brother 
Robert Kennedy agreed with this view. He commented in 1964 that if his 
brother “had realized how much money would be involved and how impor- 
tant it [the space program] was going to be, he never would have made Jim 
Webb the head of it.” Robert Kennedy added that Webb “talked all the time 
and was rather a blabbermouth...The President was very dissatisfied with 
iim? 2? 


Webb Soon Challenged 


James Webb faced an almost immediate challenge to his freedom to man- 
age NASA as he saw appropriate, especially in the context of the preva- 
lent NASA-Air Force tensions. The first attempt in July 1960 to launch 
a Mercury capsule atop an Atlas booster had ended in an explosion. The 
cause of this failure had been localized to the area where the spacecraft 
and the capsule were joined. Since the Air Force retained responsibility 
for booster performance and launching while NASA was responsible for 
the spacecraft and the overall mission, this meant that both organizations 
were intimately involved in attempting to correct whatever had caused the 
failure. A “quick fix” using an improvised steel band was adopted. The 
NASA top management had agreed to this approach before Webb took 
office, but the Air Force remained extremely concerned about the possibil- 
ity of another major accident. There had been a highly visible Atlas failure 
on December 15, 1960 as NASA attempted to send a robotic spacecraft 
to the Moon, increasing the level of concern on the part of the Air Force. 
That worry was linked to the important question of what another failure 
would communicate about the reliability of the Atlas ICBM, a key element 
of the U.S. nuclear deterrent force, and thus to the credibility of the U.S. 
deterrent threat.” 

Webb was briefed on the situation on February 18 by NASA’s Project 
Mercury managers, who wanted his approval for a launch of the improved 
Mercury—Atlas combination on February 21. Webb approved the launch, but 
soon after got a call from the Air Force asking him to reverse that decision. 
From the White House, Wiesner also expressed his opposition to going 
ahead. After Webb checked again with knowledgeable people both within 
and outside NASA, he refused to reverse his decision, although the Air Force 
“protested vehemently” and made its concerns known to the White House, 
most likely through one of Kennedy’s military aides, Air Force General 
Godfrey McHugh. The White House decided not to intervene in the dispute, 
“making the issue a major test for Webb and NASA and their credibility with 
the president.” The February 21 flight was a total success; Webb had passed 
his first challenge with flying colors.?? 
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NASA-Air Force Tensions Reduced 


The Air Force push for a larger role in space had continued after the Kennedy 
administration came into office; the major aerospace trade magazine Missiles 
and Rockets reported late in March 1961 that “the showdown on who will 
take charge of the U.S. man-in-space program—and with it the main role in 
space exploration” would come soon, and that in the choice between NASA 
and the Air Force, “the best bet on who will win when the cards are dealt: 
the Air Force.”?% By the time this report appeared, however, Air Force ambi- 
tions had been significantly tempered by both the president and the new 
managers of the Department of Defense. 

Webb’s conduct with respect to the Mercury—Atlas test flight had dem- 
onstrated to the Air Force that he was not easily intimidated. Bolstered by 
this success, Webb and other top NASA officials embarked on a conscious 
campaign to establish close working relationships with the new civilian lead- 
ership of the Department of Defense. This was an attempt, reported Robert 
Seamans, to “so handle ourselves that, rather than have things pull fur- 
ther apart, the wounds got healed and things got pulled together.” Webb 
did not know well Kennedy’s hard charging and intellectually brilliant sec- 
retary of defense, Robert McNamara (and the two apparently did not get 
along from the start of their relationship), but he knew McNamara’s num- 
ber two person, deputy secretary of defense Roswell Gilpatric, from their 
time together in the Truman administration. Gilpatric says that one of the 
reasons he was named McNamara’s deputy was “to work with NASA and 
Webb” and “to help avoid conflicts between DOD and NASA.” He also 
noted that McNamara “was impatient with Webb” and “felt that he talked 
too much.”?5 


An Initial NASA-DOD Agreement 


The first result of this “peace-making” effort was a February 23 agreement 
signed by Webb and Gilpatric, confirming the desirability of a single national 
launch vehicle program and indicating that neither NASA nor DOD would 
begin the development of a new space launcher without the written acknowl- 
edgment of such a step from the other agency. On February 24, Webb and 
Dryden met with McNamara, Gilpatric, and director of defense research and 
engineering Herbert York, an Eisenhower holdover. The group agreed that 
Webb and Gilpatric would meet “from time to time for lunch and would 
bring others as needed” as a way to coordinate NASA and DOD space activi- 
ties at the top level. They agreed on the need for a review in “about four 
weeks” from the date of the meeting to determine the need for accelerat- 
ing the existing space program; there was “a general feeling that we should 
accelerate the booster program.” There was discussion of a possible omnibus 
bill to cover all space activities in both NASA and DOD (an idea which was 
never implemented). Writing to budget director David Bell a few days later, 
Webb described the February 24 meeting as “splendid.””° 
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Webb’s biographer W. Henry Lambright suggests that NASA-DOD 
agreement was possible because Robert McNamara was already “trying to 
constrain the expansionist tendencies of the services” and wanted to use 
NASA “as a check on the air force.” In addition, both McNamara and Webb 
recognized that “if they failed to settle differences at the NASA-~-DOD 
level, Lyndon Johnson would have the opportunity to stake out a stronger 
claim for coordinating them through the National Aeronautics and Space 
Council.” Webb saw this period as part of a process in which NASA and 
the DOD were “like two strange animals...sparring around, smelling each 
other, seeing what could be done, testing each other out.”?” 

Shortly after taking office, McNamara had requested a review examining 
whether the Wiesner Task Force criticism of a “fractionated military space 
program” was valid. Based on this review and conversations within DOD, 
McNamara decided to centralize management of Department of Defense 
space efforts in the Air Force, and on March 6 issued a directive to that 
effect.?® This was not, however, exactly the outcome that the Air Force had 
hoped for, given the preceding NASA—DOD agreements; from McNamara’s 
perspective, centralizing space activity in one organization made it easier for 
him to exercise tighter control over that activity. 


Gardner Report Submitted 


The report of the committee headed by Trevor Gardner that had been 
intended to map an ambitious future for the Air Force in space was finally 
submitted on March 20; with its bullish recommendations, the report unin- 
tentionally reinforced Robert McNamara’s concern about the need to limit 
Air Force ambitions. The report’s conclusions were alarmist; the United 
States, the report claimed, could not overtake the Soviet Union in space for 
at least another three to five years; there were “no accelerated and imaginative 
programs” to close that gap. Thus there was “an impending military space 
threat,” which “endangers our national security and international prestige.” 
The report was critical of the separation between the civilian and military 
space programs, arguing that there should be one integrated national space 
program. The report called for a “dramatically invigorated space program” 
and called upon the DOD to create, and then make available to NASA, a 
series of “building blocks” of a firm technological foundation for whatever 
the nation wanted to do in space. It urged the Air Force to “develop the 
fundamental capability to place and sustain man in orbit,” since “the time 
when man in orbit can be completely, effectively, and efficiently replaced by 
mechanisms [robotic systems] is beyond today’s vision.” The report declared 
that “it is essential that the Air Force play a major support role in manned 
exploration of the moon and planets,” even though “direct contributions to 
national security cannot be identified.” The report devoted significant atten- 
tion to future human spaceflight efforts, and recommended both that the 
United States send people to the Moon and develop large space stations in 
the 1967-1970 period. It suggested that since there was a “military need for 
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a variety of launch vehicles based on the F-1 engine,” development respon- 
sibility for that engine should be transferred back to the Air Force from 
NASA, and then the Air Force should “initiate urgent development of a first 
stage launch vehicle using the F-1 engine.”?? Given the agreements already 
described and the events of the next two months, the Gardner report had 
limited impact on both Air Force space activities and national space policy. 


Kennedy Takes a Position 


The publicity-seeking chairman of the House Committee on Science and 
Astronautics, Overton Brooks, was aware of and concerned by the Air Force 
campaign. Unsatisfied by Air Force assurances that it did not hope to take 
over the lead role in the U.S. space program, Brooks wrote a three-page let- 
ter to President Kennedy on March 9, saying that he was “seriously disturbed 
by the persistence and strength of implications reaching me to the effect that 
a radical change in our national space policy is contemplated.” Brooks told 
Kennedy that he did not want to see “the military tail wag the space dog.”*° 
Brooks followed this letter with hearings on the NASA~-Air Force rivalry, 
but he was not able to get top DOD officials to testify, most likely due to an 
administration decision not to cooperate with the committee. The hearings 
shed little light on the evolving situation. 

Despite the hopes raised by Kennedy’s campaign rhetoric, it is unlikely 
that the new administration could have, or would have, agreed with the Air 
Force hope for a larger role in space at the expense of NASA. As he left office, 
Dwight Eisenhower had warned of the increasing power of the “military— 
industrial complex,” and a move in the early months of the administration 
to increase Air Force activity in a visible area such as space would have been 
politically very difficult. Secretary of Defense McNamara was trying to get 
the management of defense activities under centralized control. The top peo- 
ple in DOD were not particularly space conscious, and McNamara and Webb 
had reached an understanding of the respective roles of their agencies that 
the White House would have been unlikely to countermand. NASA under 
Webb’s direction seemed to be shaping up in terms both of its organization 
and program success, and there were no compelling reasons to downgrade 
the importance of the agency. One of presidential science adviser Wiesner’s 
major priorities was to control the spread of the arms race into new areas; he 
too was unlikely to have supported an expanded military space effort. 

President Kennedy replied to the Brooks letter on March 23, telling the 
congressman that “it is not now, nor has it ever been my intention to subor- 
dinate the activities of the National Aeronautics and Space Administration 
to those of the Department of Defense.”*! With that response, the con- 
troversy over the NASA-Air Force relationship became a secondary policy 
issue, although it never completely disappeared. 
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Project Mercury Reviewed 


The Wiesner task force on space had recommended that “a thorough and 
impartial appraisal of the MERCURY program should be urgently made.” 
Those managing the Mercury effort welcomed this suggestion, but for rea- 
sons different than those which had led the Weisner group to call Mercury 
“marginal.” The NASA team was confident that Mercury was a sound 
program, and feared that without the positive assessment they believed 
would result from such an independent review, President Kennedy might 
decide that even the suborbital mission planned in the next few months was 
too risky, and would not allow NASA to carry it out. 

A first step was to inform the White House that there was a rehearsal 
flight for the suborbital mission, with a chimpanzee named Ham as its 
passenger, scheduled for January 31. After not hearing from anyone at the 
White House for several days after the inauguration, acting administrator 
Dryden was able on January 26 to meet with new science adviser Wiesner 
to let him know about the upcoming mission; Dryden wanted to make sure 
that President Kennedy “would not be surprised by reading about it in the 
morning paper.”°? 

Robert Gilruth, the head of the Space Task Group that was in charge 
of Project Mercury, suggested to George Low at NASA headquarters that 
NASA push for an early start on the review. Low agreed, and relayed the 
suggestion to Dryden.*? Then Dryden in early February met again with 
Wiesner, who agreed to charter an ad hoc panel of the President’s Science 
Advisory Committee (PSAC), again chaired by Donald Hornig of Princeton 
University, to conduct the review. Dryden met with Wiesner and Hornig on 
February 11 to discuss the composition of the panel. They agreed that the 
basic question the panel would address was: “Was Mercury ready to fly?”** 

That question was also being debated within NASA. Originally the first 
suborbital flight with an astronaut in the spacecraft, Mercury-Redstone 3 
(MR-3), had been scheduled for late March. But the January 31 flight with 
Ham aboard had landed 132 miles downrange from its target point and had 
subjected the chimp to a 14.7 g force on reentry, 3 g more than planned.*° 
These deviations from the flight plan were primarily the result of the overac- 
celeration of the Redstone launcher and early firing of the spacecraft escape 
rocket. Even after these problems, NASA managers at the Space Task Group 
and some at NASA headquarters were ready to commit an astronaut to the 
next flight. However, “key members of von Braun’s team quickly decided 
that they wanted another booster test before a man could fly,” and von 
Braun did not overrule them. This decision “likely cost the United States 
the distinction of putting the first human in space... NASA was more afraid 
of the consequences of an accident than those of coming in second.”°° On 
March 3 the first crew-carrying Mercury mission was postponed until late 
April. The extra Redstone flight was launched on March 24 and went well; 
from NASA’s point of view, there now was no obstacle to launching the first 
U.S. astronaut on a brief ride through the lower reaches of space.*” 
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If the MR-3 mission had gone forward on its original schedule, the astro- 
naut aboard would have been not only the first American, but also the first 
human, to go into space, albeit not into Earth orbit. If this had happened, it 
is unlikely that the Soviet launch of Yuri Gagarin into orbit three weeks later 
would have had such a dramatic impact on U.S. space policy. But of course 
this was not known in March, and with the review of the PSAC panel not 
completed and given von Braun’s judgment that Mercury was not yet ready 
to fly with an astronaut aboard, it would have been difficult if not impossible 
for NASA to get White House permission to go ahead with the mission on 
its original schedule. 

The ten-person Hornig panel spent four days in early March visiting 
the facilities at the McDonnell Corporation factory in St. Louis where the 
Mercury capsule was built; the launch facilities at Cape Canaveral, Florida; 
and the Space Task Group at NASA’s Langley Research Center in Hampton, 
Virginia. Science adviser Wiesner on March 7 thanked Hugh Dryden for 
the “thorough and candid presentation of all elements of the program,” and 
suggested that “this complete cooperation is evidence of a continuation of 
the excellent relationship” between NASA and the White House. This was a 
somewhat ironic suggestion, given the critical tone of the Wiesner task force 
two months earlier and the lack of preinaugural contact between the incom- 
ing administration and NASA. Dryden noted that as the result of the panel’s 
review, “certain members...who, previously, had no contact whatever with 
the program, changed their minds completely after they visited factories and 
the laboratories and saw what was going on and talked with the people car- 
rying on the work.”#8 

Although the panel had finished most of its work by mid-March, its 
report was not formally submitted to the White House until April 12. The 
reason for the delay was continuing reservations by a biomedical subgroup 
of the panel. The panel report concluded that the planned suborbital flight, 
which by then had slipped to early May, would be “a high risk undertaking 
but not higher than we are accustomed to taking in other ventures.” The 
report reviewed the accomplishments and failures of the Mercury program 
and assessed the risks involved and the probability of success. It noted that 
“the Mercury program has apparently been carried through with great care” 
and that “almost everything possible to assure the pilot’s survival seems to 
have been done.” The panel rated all aspects of the Mercury system as being 
more than 85 percent reliable except the booster and telemetry, which were 
rated 70 to 85 percent reliable. Even these items were “not per se a cause 
for alarm” for astronaut safety, just for mission success. The probability of 
the astronaut surviving the suborbital mission “appears to be around 90 
to 95 percent although NASA estimates are somewhat higher.” The panel 
noted that “it was too early” to estimate similar probabilities for an orbital 
flight.*? 

The only serious reservations about the readiness of Mercury to launch an 
astronaut were expressed by the medical experts on the Hornig panel. They 
were worried about the fact that the astronaut’s blood pressure would not 
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be monitored during flight and that high pulse rates such as those observed 
on Ham in the January flight, combined with the possibility of low blood 
pressure during the most stressful parts of the flight, could mean that the 
astronaut would be near collapse. NASA met with members of the medical 
panel on March 17 and then again on April 11 together with science adviser 
Wiesner, who shared the panel’s concerns, but were unable to allay their 
reservations. The experts suggested various additional tests prior to clearing 
MR-3 for launch, and particularly a high number of ground and flight tests 
with chimpanzees. Hugh Dryden thought that such a step was “totally unre- 
alistic” and Robert Gilruth facetiously suggested that if so many tests with 
chimpanzees were needed, the program ought to move to Africa. The panel’s 
final report worried that “it is not known whether the astronauts are likely to 
border on respiratory and circulatory collapse and shock, suffer a loss of con- 
sciousness or cerebral seizures, or be disabled from inadequate respiratory 
or heat control,” and that the degree of risk associated with the mission “is 
at present a matter for clinical impression and not for scientific projection.” 
Although no additional chimpanzee tests were added to the program, the 
three astronauts from whom the MR-3 pilot would be chosen did undergo 
additional runs at a Navy centrifuge in Johnstown, Pennsylvania, that simu- 
lated the stresses of reentry.*° 

On April 12, the same day on which the panel’s report was delivered to 
the White House, the Soviet Union launched Yuri Gagarin into Earth orbit, 
and Gagarin returned to Earth with no obvious ill effects. This feat made 
moot many of the concerns of the panel’s medical experts. 


Planning for a Lunar Landing Mission 


Beginning in October 1960, NASA had begun to investigate in a preliminary 
fashion the technological and budgetary requirements for a lunar landing 
program. After an interim report on this planning effort at a January 5, 1961, 
meeting of NASA’s Space Exploration Program Council, a small group led 
by NASA’s program chief for manned space flight George Low was char- 
tered to continue further investigation into those requirements. The basic 
objective of Low’s group at that time was to answer the question: “What is 
NASA’s Manned Lunar Landing Program?”*! 

Low submitted his group’s fifty-one page report on February 7. Two 
methods for accomplishing the lunar landing mission were examined: “direct 
ascent,” i.e., launching on one very large rocket the spacecraft, fuel, and 
other equipment needed to land on the Moon and return safely to Earth, 
and “rendezvous,” i.e., launching separately on smaller boosters the various 
elements required and assembling them in Earth orbit before departing for 
the Moon. Significantly, the group concluded that “no invention or break- 
through is believed to be required to insure the over-all feasibility of safe 
lunar flight.” An initial mission to the Moon would be possible in the 1968- 
1970 period with an average cost of $700 million per year for ten years, or 
a total of $7 billion. The report noted that the plan it presented “does not 
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represent a ‘crash’ program, but rather it represents a vigorous development 
of technology. The program objectives might be met earlier with higher ini- 
tial funding, and with some calculated risks.”4? 

Low’s report and the supporting work done by NASA and its contractors 
on preliminary design of the three-person Apollo spacecraft and the Saturn 
C-2 launcher (at this point in time, the Nova launcher was only in the early 
conceptual design phase) would be important to the confidence of the NASA 
leadership in the following weeks as they responded to President Kennedy’s 
request for a mission that would give the United States an opportunity to 
claim space leadership. Between NASA’s 1959 choice of a lunar mission as the 
long-term objective of its human space flight program and Low’s February 
1961 report, NASA had indeed laid the technological foundation for what 
John Kennedy would soon call “a great new American enterprise.” 


Space Science Board Endorses Human Participation 
in Space Exploration 


The Wiesner task force had told John Kennedy that human space flight could 
not be justified solely on scientific grounds; this had also been the position 
of most members of the PSAC, who continued their committee membership 
during the change in administrations, and of many other nongovernmental 
scientists. This position was counterbalanced in March 1961 by support for 
the scientific value of humans in space from the Space Science Board of the 
National Academy of Sciences. The National Academy is a body designated 
by congressional charter as scientific adviser to the federal government. It 
is also an honorary body; election to the National Academy is one of the 
highest scientific honors available to a U.S. scientist. The board was com- 
posed of sixteen scientists, many of them National Academy members, and 
chaired from its inception by Lloyd Berkner, a geophysicist. Berkner was 
a supporter of a strong space program and a decades-long friend of James 
Webb. Members of the board in addition to Berkner included Bruno Rossi, 
Joshua Lederberg, Harrison Brown, John Simpson, Harold Urey, James van 
Allen, and Donald Hornig, all well known and highly respected members of 
the scientific community. 

At its February 10-11, 1961, meeting, the board discussed the possibil- 
ity of a national decision on whether or not to send humans to the Moon. 
Berkner pointed out that “many related decisions and programs are being 
held in abeyance awaiting this overall national policy decision.” Initially, all 
board members “were strongly for landing someone on the moon.” But as 
the discussion continued, “doubts began to creep in.” Berkner was critical of 
the emerging negativism in the discussion, saying that he had “learned from 
experience that this is a good way to get left behind” and that there was a 
need for “a clear-cut national decision now.” The board then had a lengthy 
discussion about issuing a statement on lunar and planetary exploration that 
included the possibility “that man could be included in the exploration.” 
The board authorized Berkner to “pull together” such a statement. By doing 
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so, they almost guaranteed that the statement would support the human role 
in space exploration, given Berkner’s well-known views on the subject.*# 

The board’s statement was formally transmitted to NASA administrator 
Webb on March 31, although Berkner had informed Webb of the emerging 
recommendation at least a month earlier. The statement took the form of a 
position paper on “Man’s Role in the National Space Program.” It recom- 
mended that “scientific exploration of the Moon and planets should be clearly 
stated as the ultimate objective of the U.S. space program for the foreseeable 
future.” The Board added that it “strongly emphasized that planning for the 
scientific exploration of the Moon and planets must at once be developed 
on the premise that man will be included...From a scientific standpoint, 
there seems little room for dissent that man’s participation...will be essen- 
tial.” The board statement went beyond scientific issues to declare that the 
board “was not unaware of the great importance of other factors associated 
with the man-in-space program.” Among these was “of course, the sense of 
national leadership emergent from bold and imaginative U.S. space activity.” 
In addition, “the members of the Board as individuals regard man’s explora- 
tion of the Moon and planets as potentially the greatest inspirational venture 
of this century and one in which the whole world can share,” since “inherent 
here are great and fundamental philosophical and spiritual values which find 
a response in man’s questing spirit and his intellectual self-realization.”** 
James Webb himself could not have written a more positive affirmation of 
NASA’s plans for human space flight. 

This ringing endorsement of the human role in exploring space com- 
ing from a prestigious group of scientists was controversial in later years. In 
1965, a committee on “The Integrity of Science” chartered by the American 
Association for the Advancement of Science called such advocacy by scien- 
tists “closely associated to professional scientific judgments...inherently 
dangerous both to the democratic process and to science,” since its associa- 
tion with organized professional scientific activity, such as the deliberations 
of the Space Science Board, gave that advocacy “a wholly unwarranted cloak 
of scientific objectivity.” But in 1961, the statement had a “profound influ- 
ence” on PSAC members and other scientists, making it hard for them to 
criticize President Kennedy’s call two months later for a national effort to 
send Americans to the Moon.** 
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Chapter 4 


First Decisions 


As planning within NASA regarding future efforts continued, as NASA’s 
relationship with the Air Force was being stabilized, as a White House task 
force examined opportunities for U.S.-Soviet space cooperation,’ and as 
James Webb took the leadership reins at NASA, there were two major issues 
on which a short-term presidential decision was needed. One was the specific 
role with respect to space to be assigned to Vice President Lyndon Johnson. 
Although president-elect Kennedy had indicated in December 1960 that 
Johnson would have an important space role in his administration, the 
character of that role and how it would relate to the existing structure for 
space governance, in which the National Aeronautics and Space Council had 
played a peripheral role during the Eisenhower administration, remained to 
be defined. Second, by selecting James Webb as NASA administrator and 
asking him to recommend what he thought was the appropriate NASA pro- 
gram, President Kennedy virtually guaranteed that he would have to react to 
an early plea for an accelerated civilian space effort. Webb was a policy activ- 
ist, and he was unlikely to accept the relatively slow-paced space program that 
he had inherited from the Eisenhower administration. Although Kennedy 
and his policy, technical, and budget advisers hoped to delay decisions with 
respect to the space program until a fall 1961 review, Webb insisted that the 
president hear his arguments for budget increases as soon as possible. 


Revitalizing the Space Council 


After the December meetings in which a new space role for the vice presi- 
dent was discussed, it took several months to sort out just what Kennedy 
had in mind in this regard. The Bureau of the Budget (BOB) staff in early 
January drafted a white paper on options for implementing the president- 
elect’s intent. The paper noted that “a way needs to be found to strengthen 
Presidential leadership of space activities without requiring an inordinate 
concentration on such matters to the detriment of the performance of other 
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Presidential responsibilities.” It suggested that “the President does not need 
to delegate decision-making on space matters”; rather, “he needs an assistant 
of stature, without agency ties, who can take the lead in seeing that plans and 
policies are formulated in the broad national interest and that agencies work 
together efficiently to this end.” To achieve this, the paper suggested, “the 
Vice President can provide the necessary assistance by serving essentially 
as a Presidential assistant on space matters and presiding over the [Space] 
Council.” The staff paper suggested that there was no immediate need for 
statutory changes; rather, the president could simply assign responsibility for 
chairing the Space Council to the vice president, even though he was not by 
law a member of the Council. 


Johnson Seeks a Major Policy Role 


Acquiring an expanded role with respect to space was just one element in 
Lyndon Johnson’s early push for influence within the Kennedy administra- 
tion. His ambition was apparently to serve as the president’s alter ego with 
respect to all areas of national security policy, not just the space program. 
Many prior vice presidents who had served under Democratic presidents, 
such as John Nance Garner, Harry Truman, and Alben Barkley, were not 
informed about or involved in national security matters, and Johnson did 
not want to repeat that pattern. 

To achieve this objective, a few days after the inauguration Bill Moyers 
of Johnson’s staff drafted an executive order for President Kennedy’s sig- 
nature that would have given the vice president authority “at all times” for 
“continuing surveillance and review with respect to domestic, foreign and 
military policies relating to the national security” and would have allowed 
the vice president to chair the National Security Council in the president’s 
absence. To exercise this responsibility, the vice president would be “autho- 
rized to obtain pertinent information concerning the policies and operations 
of the Department of State, the Department of Defense, the Office of Civil 
and Defense Mobilization, the Central Intelligence Agency, the Bureau of 
the Budget and other departments and agencies affected [séc] with a national 
security interest.” The reasons for such an expanded role, suggested Moyers, 
included that “the nature of our times requires that the Vice President be 
adequately informed on vital matters” and that “the possibility of immedi- 
ate succession to the number one job, however remote and however dis- 
tasteful to think about from the President’s viewpoint,” would require a 
fully informed vice president. Even as he prepared the draft order, Moyers 
recognized that it would likely be opposed by many of JFK’s advisers, and 
suggested to Johnson that “a better way to achieve your objective, perhaps, 
is for the President simply to issue a directive to you, instructing you to play 
a greater role in national security.”” 

While the new president and his White House staff were indeed resistant to 
the kind of publicly visible executive order that Moyers had drafted, they did 
accept the suggestion of a nonpublic presidential directive. On January 28, 
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Kennedy signed a letter to Johnson that had been drafted by Moyers, asking 
Johnson to review policies relating to the national security so that Kennedy 
could “have the full benefit of your endeavors and of your judgment” and 
to “maintain close liaison” with “departments and agencies affected with a 
national security interest.” In this letter, NASA was added to, and the BOB 
deleted from, the list of agencies subject to vice presidential review that had 
been in the draft executive order. Copies of the letter were sent to heads of 
all agencies involved in national security matters.? 

These attempts at the start of the Kennedy administration to give Lyndon 
Johnson an expanded policy role were not successful. John Kennedy had 
needed Johnson to attract enough Southern voters to get elected, but 
Kennedy, and particularly his top aides, had no intention of making Johnson 
a major player in national security affairs. This quickly became evident. 
The weeks following the inauguration “were ones of despair for Johnson,” 
according to one of his biographers; “He felt trapped, useless, ridiculed.”* 


Reorganizing the Space Council 


In the early days of the eighty-seventh Congress, two bills related to the 
Space Council were introduced in the House of Representatives. One was 
the Eisenhower administration bill abolishing the council, on which there 
had been no action in the previous year; Sorensen and Bell had agreed during 
the transition to have this bill reintroduced, and apparently that decision had 
not been countermanded even though president-elect Kennedy had at least 
tentatively decided to retain the council. The other bill was introduced by 
congressman Emilio Daddario (D-CT). It would have not only have autho- 
rized the president to make the vice president a member and the chairman 
of the Space Council, but also would have delegated to the vice president 
executive functions that were assigned by law to the president.® No legisla- 
tive action was taken on either of these proposed bills, but the White House 
wanted to make sure that the Daddario bill did not move forward, since it 
would have given the vice president more power than Kennedy desired; in 
addition, such a delegation of executive power to the vice president was most 
likely unconstitutional. 

On February 14, Lyndon Johnson wrote to Kennedy, telling him that “in 
accordance with your request, I have made a study of the National Aeronautics 
and Space Council.” That study had suggested that “the Council as it now 
stands has the power to make certain decisions between agencies and pro- 
grams which is a power that under the Constitution only the President can 
have.” Thus, “if it is your desire to remove the President as Chairman of the 
Council, it will be necessary to change the basic structure of the Council so 
that it coordinates the information—not the activities—of the various space 
projects and advises you accordingly.”° Following up on this letter, Moyers 
asked Richard Neustadt, who was continuing to serve the new administra- 
tion as a consultant on organizing the presidency, for his thoughts on the 
organization and operation of the council. Moyers also worked with staff 
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members of the Senate Committee on Aeronautics and Space Sciences to 
prepare the various documents needed to make the changes in the 1958 
Space Act that were thought to be required. 

Neustadt responded on February 28. He said that he was “much con- 
cerned” regarding “the Vice President’s position as a constitutional officer 
who cannot share, so should not be pressed to take on, operating responsibil- 
ity” that was assigned to the president. Ina memorandum on “Organizing the 
Space Council,” Neustadt noted that “where space programs are concerned, 
the President should have available the same sort of top-level, politically- 
responsible advice on policy (and follow through) that he can claim in other 
fields from a Cabinet secretary,” but that “the Vice President should not be 
asked to serve as ‘Secretary for Space’ except in the role of senior adviser. It 
would be unfair to cast him in the role of department head responsible for 
operations.” Neustadt’s late February critique of an operational role for the 
vice president implies that at least some on LBJ’s staff, if not Johnson him- 
self, were continuing to push for such responsibility. 

Neustadt recommended that there was no need for the council to have 
the nine members, including three public members, who were mandated in 
the 1958 Space Act; in his view, “the Chairman, State, Defense and NASA 
would suffice.” (At least one prominent space scientist was interested in 
becoming a public member of the Space Council. On February 4, 1961, 
University of lowa professor James Van Allen, 1958 discoverer of the Earth- 
circling radiation belts that bore his name, wrote Vice President Johnson, 
saying that “I would be honored to serve with you on this body [the Space 
Council] as a vitally interested member of the general scientific commu- 
nity.”) Neustadt proposed a small council staff “with broad experience in 
government, possessed of balanced judgment, keen analytical ability, and a 
taste for quiet staff work.” He suggested that the council’s name be changed 
to either the “President’s Advisory Council on Space,” which was the term 
that president-elect Kennedy had used in December as he announced the 
new role for his vice president, or “President’s Space Council.” He felt that 
any modifications, whether through a reorganization plan or through new 
legislation, “change the law as little as possible.” Neustadt’s memorandum, 
which he characterized as “one man’s opinion,” was followed on March 1 by 
another BOB staff memorandum. This document stressed that “the Space 
Council should exist solely to advise the President... The President should 
retain executive responsibility, and executive functions should not be del- 
egated to the Vice President.”” 

Vice President Johnson again got personally involved in early March, in 
particular asking budget director David Bell how best to finance the coun- 
cil’s staff. Bell told him that since the Space Council was a statutory agency 
on its own, it was not legal to transfer funds from the NASA or DOD budget 
to fund its operations, a possibility that had been explored by Johnson’s staff. 
However, Bell said, President Kennedy had agreed to provide funds from his 
“Special Projects” budget to fund the council’s executive secretary and two 
more staff positions, and that NASA had agreed to delegate three or four of 
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its employees to act as council staff. Bell said that it was his understanding 
“once you have your initial staff on board, you expect to have them prepare 
necessary modifications to the National Aeronautics and Space Act.”8 

With the question settled of how staff salaries would initially be paid, 
Vice President Johnson could recruit an individual to serve as council execu- 
tive secretary. On March 20, President Kennedy sent the nomination of Dr. 
Edward C. Welsh to the Senate; Welsh had been actually chosen for the posi- 
tion several weeks earlier and had already been actively working on reorga- 
nizing the council. Welsh was a longtime government employee and was at 
the time a legislative assistant to Senator Stuart Symington (D-MO). He held 
a doctorate in economics and had been in charge of Symington’s hearings 
on air power in 1956, had helped staff LBJ’s Preparedness Subcommittee 
hearings after Sputnik, and had been the lead staff person for Symington’s 
hearings on government organization for space in 1959. He had also been 
the executive director of the task force on reorganizing the Department of 
Defense set up by Kennedy during the presidential campaign. Welsh had 
been the primary author of the strident October 1960 Kennedy campaign 
statement on space, which had argued that “control of space will be decided 
in the next decade. If the Soviets control space they can control earth.” In 
Welsh, Lyndon Johnson got a strong, if somewhat self-important, advocate 
for a vigorous U.S. space effort. 

As he was under consideration for the Space Council position, Welsh met 
with James Webb, who told Welsh that he believed in “a vigorous role on the 
part of the operating agency [NASA] and did not want to have a Council or 
any other interagency group be controlling the operating day-to-day func- 
tions.” Welsh told Webb he agreed with this point of view.’ Welsh’s confir- 
mation hearings before the Senate Committee on Aeronautical and Space 
Sciences were held on March 23. After Welsh’s opening statements, there 
were no questions. The Senate voted to confirm Welsh on the same day and 
he was sworn into office on March 24. 

Welsh’s first assignment was to draft the changes in the Space Act that 
were needed to make the vice president its chair and to make other desired 
adjustments in the council’s membership and organizational location within 
the executive office of the president. By March 30, Welsh had prepared a 
memorandum noting that there were three options available to change the 
provisions of the 1958 Space Act—a reorganization plan, an amendment to 
the then-pending NASA Authorization Bill, or a separate amendment to the 
Space Act. Welsh had contacted key members of the Senate and House, and 
had learned that there was a congressional preference for a simple amend- 
ment to the Space Act.!° Within the executive office, the BOB still favored 
a reorganization plan, but such a plan would have had to wait sixty days to 
allow any congressional comments before it could be put into place. The 
congressional perspective prevailed, and a decision was made to move for- 
ward with proposing an amendment to the Space Act. 

Before the amendment could be approved by President Kennedy and 
his top advisers, there were two issues to be dealt with. One was whether 
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to propose a name change for the Space Council, a topic that had been 
discussed ever since December. Neustadt and Welsh discussed this topic at 
an April 4 breakfast. Apparently Welsh was concerned that the titles that 
Neustadt had suggested in his February 28 memorandum, which began 
with the word “President’s” rather than “National,” would not indicate the 
intended broad scope of the council’s activities. In a follow-up memorandum 
to Welsh later that day, Neustadt suggested that the issue of the council’s 
name was not “all-important or worth getting into a tizzy about.” He added: 
“T very much appreciate your sensitivity about the change from ‘National’ 
to ‘President’s’... But isn’t it possible you are being oversensitive?” Neustadt 
noted that Lyndon Johnson also chaired the President’s Committee on 
Equal Employment Opportunity, and “no one conceives its title as an attack 
on him.”!! 

The other issue was the wording of the proposed amendment to the Space 
Act. Edward Welsh and James Webb had not been able to agree on how best 
to indicate in the amendment the separation of the functions of the Space 
Council and the functions of the president. While Welsh wanted to put for- 
ward a simple amendment that retained the Space Act language that speci- 
fied the functions of the council, Webb wanted to add a new section to the 
Act that specified the duties that would remain the president’s responsibility. 
These differences had been discussed in a March 7 meeting between budget 
director Bell and special counsel to the president Ted Sorensen, and the 
decision was made to go forward with the Welsh version of the amendment.!? 
No change in the name of the National Aeronautics and Space Council was 
suggested. The secretaries of defense and state, the administrator of NASA, 
and the chairman of the Atomic Energy Commission remained council 
members; the one additional government member and the three public 
members of the council were eliminated, and the council was made part of 
the executive office of the president. 

Welsh told Vice President Johnson on April 6 that his version of the pro- 
posed amendment “had been cleared in the Executive Office of the President 
with Messrs. Bell, Staats, and Neustadt, and that Budget Director Bell had 
agreed to discuss the paper with Ted Sorensen and President Kennedy.” He 
also noted that Representative Overton Brooks had agreed to schedule a 
hearing on the amendment and that there had been preliminary agreement 
to the amendment obtained from the staffs of Senators Kerr, Bridges, and 
Dirksen and with Speaker of the House Sam Rayburn, Majority Leader John 
McCormack, and Congressman Thornberry of the Rules Committee. 

President Kennedy transmitted the amendment to the Congress on April 
10; Welsh testified as the only witness before the House Committee on 
Science and Astronautics on April 12. This was the day on which the Soviet 
Union orbited the first human in space, Yuri Gagarin, and that feat, rather 
than the changes in the Space Act, was the focus of the committee’s ques- 
tions. In his testimony, Welsh noted that “the Vice President is already by 
statute a member of the National Security Council,” and that “to make him 
a member of the Space Council seems to be a comparable action with suitable 
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precedence.” One issue raised by Chairman Brooks during the House hear- 
ing was “doesn’t the Vice President have some executive authority [under 
the amendment]? Isn’t he for some purposes a part of the executive branch?” 
Welsh replied that “in this specific instance this responsibility would be advi- 
sory and not in a real sense executive.”!* 

The House approved the amendment by voice vote on April 17. Welsh then 
testified before the Senate Committee on Aeronautical and Space Sciences 
on April 19, again as the sole witness. Committee approval quickly followed 
and the Senate approved the amendment on April 20. As he signed the bill 
amending the Space Act on April 25, President John F. Kennedy stated that 
“Working with the Vice President, I intend that America’s space effort shall 
provide the leadership, resources, and determination necessary to step up our 
efforts and prevail on the newest of man’s physical frontiers.”!+ By this time, 
the Space Council under Vice President Johnson’s leadership was already 
well embarked on a review that would recommend sending Americans to 
the Moon. 


President Kennedy’s Initial Space Budget Decisions 


In the weeks after his inauguration, President Kennedy spent very little time 
in formal consideration of space issues. On February 13, he sent Soviet pre- 
mier Nikita Khrushchev a congratulatory note on the launch of a Russian 
mission to Venus on the preceding day. (After returning data during its 
interplanetary cruise, the Venera I mission ultimately was a failure in achiev- 
ing its primary objective of returning data from Venus.) Later that same day, 
Kennedy met with Overton Brooks, chairman of the House Committee on 
Science and Astronautics, who told Kennedy that “NASA and the civilian 
space program badly need a shot in the arm.” Brooks said that Congress, or 
at least his committee, “cannot impress upon the Executive too strongly the 
need for urgency” in the space program, for “if we do not recognize it, we 
may falter badly in both our domestic and international relationships.”!® 
Science adviser Wiesner at some point after the Russian Venus launch 
discussed with the president the implications of the launch and “our relative 
positions in the general fields of space exploration and science.” The launch 
had raised security concerns because specialists at the Central Intelligence 
Agency had suggested that it could be “a step towards creating a capability 
for achieving a parking orbit with an ICBM warhead”; the spacecraft had 
in fact gone into orbit around the Earth before ejecting a large probe on a 
Venus-bound trajectory. The sample questions and answers used in preparing 
Kennedy for a February 15 press conference suggested that, if asked about 
the military significance of the launch, he reply that “there is no indication 
that the Soviet Union plans to use their ability to orbit large payloads to 
develop any kind of bombardment systems.” Such a system would be “inef- 
ficient” and would likely “be objected to by all the nations of the world.”!¢ 
Ina follow-up memorandum to his discussion with the president, Wiesner 
noted that “the most significant factor, as we have said many times, is that 
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the Soviets have developed a rocket as part of their ballistic missile program 
with considerably more thrust or lifting power than anything we have avail- 
able.” He noted that “one of the things we must realize is that in dramatizing 
the space race we are playing into the Soviet’s strongest suit. They are using 
this accomplishment at home and around the world to prove the superiority 
of Soviet science and technology.” Wiesner told the president that the United 
States “was superior in most fields to Soviet science” and that “in almost any 
other area in which we would elect to compete, food, housing, recreation, 
medical research, basic technological competence, general consumer good 
production, etc., they would look very bad.” He suggested that “we should 
attempt to point this out rather than assist them by an official... reaction 
that supports their propaganda.”!” Subsequent actions by President Kennedy 
demonstrated that he did not accept this advice. 


NASA’s Budget Reviewed 


Budget director David Bell in February issued a government-wide call for a 
rapid agency review of the proposed Fiscal Year (FY) 1962 budget that had 
been submitted by the outgoing Eisenhower administration. James Webb’s 
initial examination of the NASA budget convinced him that the Eisenhower 
proposal was not adequate to support the kind of space program he believed 
was appropriate for the Kennedy administration; he judged that there was a 
need to accelerate the pace of the milestones that had been set out in NASA’s 
then-current ten-year plan. For example, he wanted to move the date of a 
potential lunar landing mission forward from 1973 to 1970; George Low’s 
report had indicated that it would be possible by that year, and perhaps 
even sooner. On March 17, NASA submitted a request for an additional 
$308.2 million, a 30 percent increase over the $1,109.6 million budget in 
the Eisenhower request. In his budget submission, Webb argued that “the 
civilian space program clearly can achieve a much more substantial contri- 
bution in aeronautical research and space exploration and technology if the 
pace of the program for 1962 is substantially accelerated.”!® 

Budget director Bell did not think that either he or the president was 
ready to decide on such an acceleration of NASA’s efforts. He later recalled 
that “most of us, when we came into office didn’t have any notion of what 
the space program was all about, what the issues were. A lot of people needed 
to be educated.”!? In response to the NASA request, BOB indicated that it 
would approve only a $50 million increase in the NASA budget, with any 
additional increases deferred until fall 1961, after a comprehensive review 
of the NASA program had been completed. James Webb refused to accept 
BOB?’s decision and, as was his right as the head of a government agency, 
asked for a meeting with the president to appeal his case for a larger increase. 
The meeting was set for the late afternoon of March 22. 

Before meeting with the president, Webb, Dryden, and Seamans briefed 
Vice President Johnson on their budget request. Budget director Bell, his 
deputy Elmer Staats, and the top career BOB staff person for the NASA 
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budget, Willis Shapley, explained to the vice president why they had not 
approved most of the request. In preparation for this meeting, Edward Welsh 
had prepared a briefing memorandum for Johnson that noted that the “major 
policy issue” involved in the budget was “does this country want to make an 
effort to catch up to the Soviet Union in space capability,” and particularly 
in weight-lifting capability. “To a considerable extent, domination of space 
will belong to those who can put up large manned and unmanned vehicles,” 
suggested Welsh.?° 

After this initial discussion, President Kennedy, Jerome Wiesner, the 
president’s national security adviser, McGeorge Bundy, and chairman of the 
Atomic Energy Commission Glenn Seaborg joined the meeting in the White 
House cabinet room. Bundy had not been named to his post until January, 
making him one of the last people to join Kennedy’s White House inner 





President Kennedy with two of his top advisors on space issues, special counsel Theodore 
Sorensen (left image) and special assistant for national security affairs McGeorge Bundy (right 
image). (JFK Library photos) 
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circle. He was a Yale-educated member of the Republican Eastern establish- 
ment who had become a Harvard professor of government with a widely 
acknowledged intellect, and then in 1953, at age 34, the youngest ever dean 
of the Harvard faculty. Bundy during the Kennedy administration was to 
play an important role in the national security dimensions of the U.S. space 
effort, including the race to the Moon. 

The BOB had prepared an agenda for the meeting that indicated that “the 
future direction and level of the civilian space program primarily depends on 
decisions to be made by this administration concerning the rate [at which] it 
wishes to undertake the following: (1) Increasing the rate of closure on the 
USSR’s lead in weight lifting capability; (2) Advancing manned exploration 
of space beyond Project Mercury.” Each of these issues, said the BOB paper, 
“merits assessment in relation to its (1) technological significance, (2) impact 
on the international prestige of the United States, and (3) effect on present 
and future budget requirements.” With respect to agenda item 2, the ques- 
tion was “should we now launch an aggressive program of manned space 
exploration to follow Mercury, aimed at the progressive goals of (a) multi- 
manned orbital laboratory and later (b) manned circumlunar flight and (c) 
manned lunar landing?”?! 

James Webb had stayed up late the day before the meeting preparing a 
six-page talking paper. He argued that “U.S. procrastination for a number of 
years had been based in part ona very real skepticism by President Eisenhower 
personally as to the necessity for the large expenditures required, and the 
validity of the goals sought through the space effort.” Webb noted that “in 
the preparation of the 1962 budget, President Eisenhower reduced the $1.35 
billion requested by the Space Agency to the extent of $240 million and 
specifically eliminated funds to proceed with manned space flight projects 
beyond Mercury. This decision emasculated the ten year plan before it was 
even one year old, and unless reversed guarantees that the Russians will, for 
the next five to ten years, beat us to every spectacular exploratory flight.” 
Webb told Kennedy that “the first priority of this country’s space effort 
should be to improve as rapidly as possible our capability for boosting large 
spacecraft into orbit.” He added that “the Soviets have demonstrated how 
effective space exploration can be as a symbol of scientific progress and as 
an adjunct of foreign policy. Without necessarily following the Soviet lead in 
this kind of exploitation, we should not fail to recognize its potential.” Webb 
closed his paper by suggesting that leadership in space, “pioneering on a new 
frontier,” would help to create “more viable political, social and economic 
systems for nations willing to work with us in the years ahead.” These were 
themes that Webb realized would resonate with John Kennedy. 

Robert Seamans followed Webb’s remarks with a concise summary of 
NASA’s budget request. Kennedy told Seamans: “That was very good; I 
would like your views in writing tomorrow.”?? With that, the hour-and-a- 
half meeting concluded. During those 90 minutes, John Kennedy, perhaps 
for the first time, had had the chance to get a clear picture of the space policy 
and budget issues requiring his decision. 
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Webb then briefly went into the Oval Office with President Kennedy and 
Vice President Johnson. He assured them, as the newcomer to the NASA 
leadership, that he believed “that we were moving right ahead with the 
things that needed to be done”; Kennedy in return told Webb that Dryden 
and Seamans had made a positive impression on him at this, their first 
meeting. Meanwhile, Seamans went home and prepared the memorandum 
that Kennedy had requested, which Webb quickly forwarded to the White 
House.”* 


NASA Budget Increased 


The next day, President Kennedy met with Vice President Johnson, Welsh, 
Bell, and Wiesner. No NASA representatives were present. The BOB had 
prepared a paper for Bell’s use at the meeting, which noted that “the case for 
budget increases... was well presented by Mr. Webb and his associates.” Bell 
told the president that he wanted to indicate “some of the points which sug- 
gest that the lower alternatives deserve serious consideration when a general 
decision is made on the course of the space program, either at this time or 
in the 1963 budget decisions in line with my suggestion that this matter be 
deferred to that time insofar as possible.” Bell noted that even if increases in 
the budget for boosters were approved, “we will still be in a ‘tail chase’ and 
that there is still a strong probability that the Russians will beat us to future 
spectacular space achievements if they choose, regardless of what we do.” 
He suggested that “the wisdom of staking so much emphasis and money 
on prestige that might or might not be gained from space achievements in 
the late 1960s and 1970s appears questionable” and that “it seems virtually 
certain that alternative, surer, and less costly ways of increasing our national 
prestige in the world scene could be developed.” Bell said that he “cannot 
help feeling that the total magnitude of present and projected expenditures 
in the space area may be way out of line with the real value of the benefits to 
be expected.””° In support of Bell’s memorandum, BOB staff prepared five 
different proposals for the future NASA program and their budget implica- 
tions for the coming years. The alternatives ranged from the program NASA 
was suggesting to much smaller programs with an emphasis on scientific and 
application objectives, no manned flight beyond Mercury, and cancellation 
of the Saturn launcher.?° 

The memorandum prepared by Robert Seamans specified the impacts of 
the budget increases that NASA had requested, which included $98 mil- 
lion for the Saturn C-2 project, $27.5 million for a prototype engine for 
a nuclear rocket, $10.3 million for the large F-1 engine for use in a Nova 
launcher, and $47.7 million for the initial version of the Apollo spacecraft for 
use as an orbital laboratory. Other items in the NASA budget request were 
not discussed in Seamans’s memo. If the requested increases were approved, 
said Seamans, the orbital laboratory could begin flights in 1965 rather than 
1967; circumlunar flights would be possible in 1967 rather than 1969; an 
initial manned lunar landing might be possible in 1970 rather than 1973.77 


66 JOHN F. KENNEDY AND THE RACE TO THE MOON 


The president started the meeting by asking Vice President Johnson for 
his views on the NASA budget. Johnson responded: “Dr. Welsh here knows 
more about it than I do—let him speak.” Welsh told the President that “the 
main thing to be done was to stimulate the work on boosters; that we were 
farther behind on our propulsion side of the space program than anything 
else.” This was a refrain that President Kennedy had been hearing repeatedly, 
and he asked Wiesner if he concurred; Wiesner responded that he did. Bell 
did not protest, even though his arguments had been overruled; his response 
was “Whatever the President wants, we will try to get that done.””8 

On the day of the NASA budget meeting, Secretary of Defense McNamara 
had been consulted by the vice president’s office for his views on the NASA 
budget and policy issues. McNamara’s response was that “he was personally 
unable to assess” the prestige payoffs from human space flight, and would 
suggest proceeding at “a normal rate of investigation,” which was consider- 
ably less than a maximum effort. With respect to increases in the NASA bud- 
get, McNamara suggested that he would give higher priority to all items in 
the Department of Defense budget than to increased funding for NASA.?? 

The final increase in the NASA FY1962 budget approved at the meeting 
was just under $126 million, almost all of it to accelerate the NASA booster 
effort. No funds for the Apollo spacecraft and thus for human space flight 
beyond Project Mercury were approved. This was an increase of a bit over 
10 percent compared to President Eisenhower’s budget submission, but 20 
percent less than NASA had hoped for. 

In this initial engagement with space policy and program issues, President 
Kennedy had heard the full range of arguments with respect to the goals 
and pace of the U.S. civilian space program. He decided that it was a matter 
of some urgency to begin the process of closing the weight-lifting gap that 
its powerful rocket had given the Soviet Union, but was not yet ready to 
commit himself to the use of those new boosters for a post-Mercury human 
spaceflight program. The expectation as of the end of March 1961 was that 
this issue would be the focus of a comprehensive review of NASA’s future to 
be conducted by Lyndon Johnson as the new chairman of the Space Council, 
with a decision coming as the Fiscal Year 1963 budget was being prepared 
in the coming fall. 

One reason for the hesitance at this point to approve any funds for a 
Mercury follow-on was likely the uncertainty about Mercury’s success. 
The Hornig panel had not finished its work, and its medical experts were 
very worried about whether an astronaut could survive the stresses of space 
flight. Jerome Wiesner shared their concern, and had communicated it to the 
President. In addition, according to Seamans, although Kennedy was tend- 
ing toward the approval of future human space flight efforts, he “wanted 
to know more about it. This was all pretty new as far as he was concerned, 
except in very general terms.”°° Webb recognized that Kennedy “was con- 
cerned about a tremendous range of problems as an incoming president,” and 
that he was being asked to make a choice between his budget director, whose 
judgment he had come to trust, and that of the NASA leadership, whom he 
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did not know well.*! Added to these factors were the immediate concerns 
over Laos, which were occupying most of Kennedy’s time. The March 23 
outcome was thus “deliberately intended as a partial decision which would 
leave him [Kennedy] free, within a considerable range, to decide later how 
much of a commitment to make.”*? 

As he attempted to resist NASA demands to meet with the president to 
appeal the original BOB decisions, David Bell had told Hugh Dryden that 
Kennedy was too busy for direct involvement in decisions on NASA’s future. 
Dryden replied: “You may not feel he has the time, but whether he likes it 
or not he is going to have to consider it. Events will force this.” Dryden’s 
words proved prescient; within three weeks, Kennedy would be faced with a 
Soviet space challenge that led him to set dramatic new space goals for the 
United States. 
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Chapter 5 


“There’s Nothing More Important” 


O, Monday April 10, 1961, John F. Kennedy threw out the opening day 
baseball pitch as the Washington Senators played (and lost to) the Chicago 
White Sox on a chilly and damp afternoon. Baseball was not the only thing 
on the president’s mind that day. Sometime early in the game, Kennedy’s 
deputy press secretary Andrew Hatcher told him that the United Press 
International news service was about to report that the Soviet Union had 
successfully recovered the first human to orbit the Earth. Kennedy asked 
Hatcher to check on the report; he had known for several weeks from intel- 
ligence briefings that such a launch was imminent. The Soviet Union had 
successfully completed one-orbit missions of a spacecraft carrying a dog as 
a passenger on March 9 and March 25. It was almost certain that the next 
step would be a mission with a human on board. Hatcher reported back a 
few innings later that the news reports “have not materialized” and that 
“elaborate Russian plans to make this anticipated announcement have been 
abandoned for today.” Also, said Hatcher, the Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA) “could not confirm or deny the report” of the Soviet launch.! 

By the end of the next day, April 11, the CIA did report that the Soviet 
launch was likely within the next few hours. Press Secretary Pierre Salinger 
prepared and Kennedy approved a statement for the president to issue once 
the Soviets had announced a successful mission. The president also had an 
approach ready to take if the launch were unsuccessful and the cosmonaut 
died. Famed journalist Edward R. Murrow, whom Kennedy had chosen to 
head the U.S. Information Agency, in an April 3, 1961, memorandum for 
McGeorge Bundy had suggested that “in the event of a Soviet manned shot 
failure we should express, with all the sincerity we can muster, the deep 
regret and distress of the President and the people of the United States.” 
Simultaneously, suggested Murrow, one of the Mercury astronauts might 
“publicly express the regret of his group” and his confidence that “the Soviet 
astronaut was prepared,” as were the Mercury astronauts, “to give up his 
life for the advancement of human knowledge.” However, “covertly, the 
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U.S. might encourage commentators in other countries to deplore the low 
regard for human life which prompted the Soviets to attempt a manned shot 
‘prematurely.’”? As he retired for the evening on April 11, Kennedy told his 
aides that he did not want to be woken if the Soviet announcement came 
while he was sleeping. 

The expression of regret was not needed. Within a few seconds of the 
launch of the first human in space at 1:07 a.m. on April 12, Washington time 
(11:07 a.m. at the launch site in Soviet Central Asia), U.S. intelligence systems 
knew that it had taken place. They monitored the in-orbit communications 
during the single-orbit flight and decoded the television transmissions from 
the spacecraft that showed the cosmonaut moving about.* It took several 
hours for Moscow to announce the successful mission; the Soviet dispatch 
said that “the world’s first space ship Vostok with a man on board has been 
launched on April 12 in the Soviet Union on a round-the-earth orbit. The 
first space navigator is Soviet citizen pilot Maj. Yuri Alekseyevich Gagarin.” 
Science adviser Wiesner called Salinger at 5:30 a.m. with this news. The pres- 
ident was informed of the Soviet achievement when he woke up around 8:00 
a.m.; he authorized Salinger to release the prepared statement, which said: 
“The achievement by the USSR of orbiting a man and returning him safely 
to ground is an outstanding technical accomplishment. We congratulate the 
Soviet scientists and engineers who made this feat possible. The exploration 
of the solar system is an ambition that we and all mankind share.”* 

Later that morning, NASA administrator James Webb and Senator Robert 
Kerr came to the Oval Office for a previously scheduled meeting with the 
president to discuss a planned national conference on space to be held in 
Tulsa, Oklahoma. Webb brought with him a model of a Mercury space- 
craft. Theodore Sorensen recalls that Kennedy, “who had no real grasp of 
the enormous technology involved, and remained skeptical about the cost 
and importance of space missions,” quipped about the “Rube Goldberg- 
like contraption” that “Webb might have bought it in a toy store...that 
morning.”° 

President Kennedy had a previously scheduled news conference on the 
late afternoon of April 12. Inevitably, the questioning turned to the Soviet 
space achievement. The first question was relatively friendly, and Kennedy’s 
response predictable: 


Q; Could you give us your views, sir, about the Soviet achievement of putting 
a man in orbit and what it would mean to our space program, as such? 

Kennedy: Well, it is a most impressive scientific accomplishment, and also I 
think that we, all of us as members of the [human] race, have the greatest 
admiration for the Russian who participated in this extraordinary feat. I 
have already sent congratulations to Mr. Khrushchev, and I send congratu- 
lations to the man who was involved. 

I indicated that the task force which we set up on space way back last 
January, January 12th, indicated that because of the Soviet progress in the 
field of boosters, where they have been ahead of us, that we expected that 
they would be first in space, in orbiting a man in space. And, of course, that 
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has taken place. We are carrying out our program and we expect to—hope 
to make progress in this area this year ourselves. 


Then the questioning became a bit more pointed: 


Q; Mr. President, a Member of Congress said today that he was tired of seeing 
the United States second to Russia in the space field. I suppose he speaks 
for a lot of others. Now, you have asked Congress for more money to speed 
up our space program. What is the prospect that we will catch up with 
Russia and perhaps surpass Russia in this field? 

Kennedy: Well, the Soviet Union gained an important advantage by securing 
these large boosters which were able to put up greater weights, and that 
advantage is going to be with them for some time. However tired anybody 
may be, and no one is more tired than I am, it is a fact that it is going to 
take some time and I think we have to recognize it. 

They secured large boosters which have led to their being first in sputnik 
and led to their first putting their man in space. We are, I hope, going to 
be able to carry out our efforts with due regard to the problem of the life of 
the man involved this year. But we are behind and I am sure that they are 
making a concentrated effort to stay ahead. 

We have provided additional emphasis on Saturn; we have provided addi- 
tional emphasis on Rover; we are attempting to improve other systems 
which will give us a stronger position—all of which are very expensive, and 
all of which involve billions of dollars. 

So that in answer to your question, as I said in my State of the Union 
Message, the news will be worse before it is better, and it will be some time 
before we catch up. We are, I hope, going to go in other areas where we can 
be first and which will bring perhaps more long-range benefits to mankind. 
But here we are behind. 


Earlier in the press conference, Kennedy had mentioned one of the areas 
“where we can be first” and which might bring “more long-range benefits 
to mankind”—desalinization of sea water. He told the press conference, “we 
have made some exceptional scientific advances in the last decade, and some 
of them—they are not as spectacular as the man-in-space, or as the first 
sputnik, but they are important.” For example, added Kennedy, “I have said 
that I thought that if we could ever competitively, at a cheap rate, get fresh 
water from salt water, that it would be in the long-range interests of human- 
ity which would really dwarf any other scientific accomplishments.”° Over 
the next few days, as he absorbed the political reaction in the United States 
and around the world to the Soviet achievement, Kennedy would change 
his mind; by the evening of April 14, he would say “there’s nothing more 
important” than finding a way to overcome the Soviet lead in space. 


Reactions to the Gagarin Flight 


Congressional and media reaction to the Soviet achievement on April 12 and 
the next several days resembled—indeed, in some ways exceeded—the rather 
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hysterical reactions after the launch of Sputnik 1 in October 1957. Clearly, 
this second Soviet space achievement was a major political setback for the 
new administration. 

The Soviet Union was quick to capitalize on the propaganda significance 
of the successful flight. In his first telephone conversation with Gagarin after 
his return to Earth, Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev boasted: “Let the capi- 
talist countries catch up with our country!” The Central Committee of the 
Communist Party claimed that the flight “embodied the genius of the Soviet 
people and the powerful force of socialism.” East German Communist leader 
Walter Ulbricht said that the flight “demonstrates to the whole world that 
socialism must triumph over the decaying system of yesterday.” Reacting 
to claims such as these, a New York Times correspondent suggested that it 
appeared likely that “the Soviet leaders can further alter the atmosphere of 
international relations so as to create more pressure on Western governments 
to make concessions on the great world issues of the present day.”” 

The rest of the world was almost unanimous in its admiration of the Soviet 
achievement. In Great Britain, “universal praise for the Soviet achievement 
from Cabinet ministers, diplomats, scientists, and the general public was 
accompanied by some anti-American barbs from men in the street.” The 
French press “relegated all other news to a secondary position... Even com- 
ments and reactions to President De Gaulle’s news conference were put into 
relative obscurity.” In Italy, “news of the successful Russian space flight was 
heralded...in banner headlines.” Romans snapped up the papers, emptying 
kiosks in a matter of minutes, then stood around discussing the event. The 
Vatican newspaper called the flight “a universal good” and a Geneva paper 
termed the voyage “the number one event of the twentieth century.”® 

The U.S. Information Agency summarized world reaction to the Gagarin 
flight in an April 21 report, which noted that “media coverage of the Soviet 
man-in-space has been extraordinarily heavy,” with its initial volume “com- 
parable to that received by Sputnik 1, if not greater.” The “general tenor” of 
the press reports was “to acclaim the first manned space flight as (1) a great 
event in human history, ( 2) a tremendous scientific and technical achieve- 
ment, and ( 3) a triumph for the USSR that would have many repercussions 
in the Cold War,” since it would “increase Soviet military, political, and 
propaganda leverage.”? 

American reaction to the Gagarin flight was characterized by disappoint- 
ment and chagrin. No high official had prepared the general public to expect 
the Soviet flight, and thus for many it came almost as much of a shock as the 
1957 Sputnik 1 launch. The Washington Post commented editorially: “The 
fact of the Soviet space feat must be faced for what it is, and it is a psychologi- 
cal victory of the first magnitude for the Soviet Union... The general excite- 
ment from Europe to Asia, Africa and the Americas will not be diminished 
by the recognition that no immediate military, commercial or other actual 
advantage accrues to the Soviet Union. In these matters, what people believe 
is as important as the actual facts, and many persons will of course take this 
event as new evidence of Soviet superiority.”!° 
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The New York Times correspondent Harry Schwartz commented that 
“the President, of course, had attempted to present himself as an image of a 
young, active, and vigorous leader of a strong and advancing nation... But 
none of these and other measures have had the effectiveness or the spectacu- 
lar quality of Soviet efforts. Moreover, since he took office the President’s 
image has been beset by the difficulties he has had with Congress, by his 
failure to spell out the promised ‘sacrifices’ to be required of the American 
people and by the continued recession.”"! 

The hawkish New York Times military correspondent Hanson Baldwin 
was even sharper in his criticism. 


This same philosophy, which cost the nation heavily in prestige and marred 
the political and psychological image of our country abroad, hobbled our 
space program even before the Russians put the first sputnik in orbit....It is 
high time to discard this policy. In fact, if the United States is to compete in 
space, we must decide to do so on a top-priority basis immediately, or we face 
a bleak future of more Soviet triumphs. 

Even though the United States is still the strongest military power and 
leads in many aspects of the space race, the world—impressed by the spectacu- 
lar Soviet firsts—believes that we lag militarily and technologically. 

The dangers of such false images to our military power and diplomacy are 
obvious. The neutral nations may come to believe the wave of the future is 
Russian; even our friends and allies could slough away. The deterrent, which 
after all is only as strong as Premier Khrushchev thinks it is, could be weak- 
ened. 


Baldwin concluded by pointing out that “only Presidential emphasis and 
direction will chart an American pathway to the stars.”!? 

John F, Kennedy was an avid newspaper reader. He very likely had criti- 
cisms such as these in mind as he considered how best to respond to this new 
Soviet challenge. 


Congress Calls for a Crash Effort 


The most vocal demands for an immediate response to the Soviet flight 
came from the House of Representatives, and particularly its Committee on 
Science and Astronautics. Committee hearings took place in a highly charged 
atmosphere.!? On April 12, the committee held a previously scheduled hear- 
ing on the proposal to revise the 1958 Space Act to make the vice president 
the chairman of the Space Council. Edward Welsh was the only witness. But 
the minds of the representatives were on the Gagarin flight, not the Space 
Council. Committee chair Overton Brooks stated that “we ought to make 
a determination that we...are going to be first in the future.” Republican 
James Fulton proclaimed that “we in the United States should publicly say 
that we are in a competitive space race with Russia and accept the challenge.” 
On April 13, James Webb and Hugh Dryden appeared before the commit- 
tee to defend the NASA budget increases that the president had approved 
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on March 23. The focus of the hearings was not on those additions to the 
NASA budget to speed up the booster programs; rather, it was on the funds 
for human space flight on which the president had deferred approval. Fulton 
told Webb and Dryden that “I believe we are in a race, and I have said many 
times, Mr. Webb, ‘Tell me how much money you need and this committee 
will authorize all you need.’” Congressman Vincent Anfuso suggested that 
he was “ready to call for a full-scale congressional investigation. I want to 
see our country mobilized for war because we are at war. I want to see our 
schedules cut in half.”!4 


Seamans on the Hot Seat 


The next morning, April 14, Robert Seamans and George Low appeared 
before the committee, and were subject to even more intense pressure. 
Seamans in particular put himself in a vulnerable position with respect to 
administration policy, saying that although there were no plans at that time 
to ask Congress for funding for Project Apollo, the post-Mercury human 
space flight effort, it might indeed be possible with an accelerated effort to 
land on the Moon by 1967. Seamans noted that doing so would require “a 
very major undertaking. To compress the program by 3 years [the date of the 
first lunar landing in the recently revised NASA planning was 1970] means 
that greatly increased funding would be required...I certainly cannot state 
that this is an impossible objective. It comes down to a matter of national 
policy.” Seamans added that he would be “the first to review it wholeheart- 
edly to see what it would take to do the job. My estimate at the moment 
is that the goal may very well be achievable.” Seamans was, of course, well 
aware of the February report of George Low’s committee that had said that 
a lunar landing within the decade was technologically feasible; he was also 
aware of Kennedy’s decision in March not to approve additional funding 
for human space flight beyond Project Mercury, even as he provided addi- 
tional funding for larger space boosters. Seamans’s comments, coming just 
as the committee and the media were calling for an accelerated space effort, 
appeared to be adding NASA pressure on the president to the pressure com- 
ing from the House committee and the media; this was an uncomfortable 
position for Seamans to be in. He recalls that “it was unwise for an underling 
to get out ahead of the President.” 

Indeed, President Kennedy was not at all happy to read in the next day’s 
newspapers that a NASA official had made public statements that seemed to 
preempt what would necessarily be a presidential decision. The Washington 
Post headline read “Reaching the Moon First Would Cost Billions” and 
its story began, “A multi-billion dollar crash space program might put an 
American on the Moon by 1967—a top Government official said yesterday.” 
The New York Times headlined its report on Seamans’ testimony “costly drive 
might bring landing by ‘67.” Administrator Webb got both a message from 
budget director David Bell and a “strongly worded” letter from Kenneth 
O’Donnell asking about the testimony; O’Donnell was one of the presi- 
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dent’s top assistants and his policy “enforcer.” For a few days, Seamans’ job 
was in real jeopardy, but Webb was able to calm the White House concern. 
Ina letter to O’Donnell, Webb noted that the committee was in a “runaway 
mood” and that “the members of the Committee, almost without exception, 
were in a mood to try to find someone responsible for losing the race to the 
Russians” and were seeking information “that would focus public attention 
on the Committee, and the role it had chosen for itself as the goad to force a 
large increase in the program.” He defended Robert Seamans, saying that he 
had done “an exceptionally fine job” of resisting the committee’s inquiries 
with respect to NASA’s relations with the Bureau of the Budget (BOB)and 
the president.!° 


“There’s Nothing More Important” 


While the White House had prepared statements to be issued after the Soviet 
orbital launch, one if it was successful and one if the cosmonaut had died 
during the mission, there had been no substantial contingency planning on 
how to respond to the national and international impacts of a Soviet suc- 
cess. The situation was similar to the one after the October 1957 launch of 
Sputnik 1, when President Eisenhower and his advisers had found themselves 
unprepared to deal with the Soviet propaganda bonanza resulting from its 
space success. To address this situation, President Kennedy on late Friday 
afternoon, April 14, convened a meeting of his advisers on space both to 
consider his alternatives for responding to the Gagarin flight and to present 
the image of a president deeply involved in a pressing issue. Kennedy had 
agreed to an interview with Time/Life journalist Hugh Sidey on that day, 
and he allowed Sidey to attend his meeting with his advisers. Having a jour- 
nalist present at a presidential meeting was a very unusual occurrence, but 
Kennedy viewed Sidey as friendly and wanted to portray himself as actively 
engaged in considering how best to proceed. 

Before meeting with the president, Webb and Dryden gathered with 
Sorensen, Bell from BOB, accompanied by budget staff member Willis 
Shapley, science adviser Wiesner, and Space Council executive secretary Welsh 
to review possible actions. Sorensen pressed them on what the United States 
might accomplish in space before the Soviet Union. The response was that 
“the Soviet lead in rocket thrust would continue to beat us to every mile- 
stone” being discussed. Then Sorensen asked about a human mission to the 
Moon. Such an undertaking, Webb and Dryden, especially Dryden, agreed 
“was so large, so complex and so far off, requiring so many new scientific and 
engineering developments, components, and studies, that the United States 
might have time...to be the first to achieve this goal.” To Sorensen, “that ray 
of hope, after all the previous pessimistic answers, caught my attention... The 
very notion of a manned flight to the moon, as impossible as that seemed, was 
one that I knew would engage President Kennedy’s keen interest.”!” 

In requesting the interview with the president, Sidey had prepared a mem- 
orandum for Press Secretary Pierre Salinger. He remarked that “there are a 
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lot of good minds in NASA and other dusty offices of the space agencies that 
think we are still fiddling, haven’t made the necessary decisions... They scoff 
at the theory of some scientists that the Russians have now gone as far as they 
can for a few years.” Sidey noted that “they claim, with compelling logic, 
that if we are to get in this race at all we’ve got to declare a national space 
goal... If we don’t do this then we are going to sit here over the next eight 
years and watch the Soviets march right on ahead.” He added, “knowing the 
President some, I can’t believe he hasn’t sensed the urgency.” Sidey asked: 
“Why haven’t we declared a crash program on one of the big boosters? ... Has 
the President accepted the theory that we can’t move faster? ... How much 
of the feeling of no decision is due to the newness of the administration and 
preoccupation with other things so far?...Will there be a new and tough 
look followed by some hard decisions soon?”!8 

In preparation for the April 14 meetings, Jerome Wiesner drafted a mem- 
orandum for the president discussing the elements required for a review of 
the space program. He noted that “a crucial decision is now needed as to 
what degree we are willing to commit our resources, both of talent and of 
money, to further manned missions. If we, as a nation, want to accomplish 
the manned exploration of the moon during the next decade, for whatever 
reasons, the preparations must begin now.” Wiesner suggested that “there is 
general agreement that the application of satellites to provide service func- 
tions, such as communication, meteorology, navigation, and mapping, is the 
field wherein we stand the best chance of gaining a step on the Soviet Union 
in space achievements during the next few years.”!? 

Wiesner prepared a second memo for Kennedy, this time addressing the 
points raised by Hugh Sidey. He said that “no one in the Administration 
believes that the Russians are finished with their space exploits or that there 
aren’t exciting space exploits still to be carried out that they will undoubtedly 
drive hard to accomplish.” He added: “We, of course, have no knowledge at 
all about future Soviet intentions, but it would be surprising if they did not 
pursue” some of the exciting future prospects. With respect to developing 
a large booster, “it has become perfectly clear to the Administration that 
making these decisions [on what booster to develop] had to be faced, and 
it is our intention to do so. On the other hand, it would have been errone- 
ous to commit very large sums of money without first establishing clear-cut 
national goals that go beyond present plans.” 

Sidey had also suggested that the Kennedy administration had advanced 
the date for the first astronaut-carrying launch in Project Mercury in the 
hopes of beating the Soviets to a first human launch. Wiesner told the pres- 
ident that this was not the case, but, reflecting his own skepticism, that 
“some consideration should be given to the question of whether or not the 
risks involved in a failure don’t outweigh the advantages of carrying out of 
the shot successfully.” He was not sure that the Mercury flight was justified 
in terms of the information it was intended to gather, since “the successful 
[Soviet] orbiting of man has removed many of the bio-medical questions it 
was designed to answer.”?° 
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After the first meeting without President Kennedy present, Sorensen 
found Sidey waiting in his office. They talked for a few minutes, and then 
Sorensen invited Sidey to accompany him to the cabinet room, where the 
participants from the earlier meeting were waiting. At almost the same time, 
President Kennedy joined the group after a congressional coffee hour. He 
invited Sidey to sit at the head of the table and to ask the assembled group 
his questions about the space program. Then Kennedy took over the meet- 
ing and went around the table, asking the key participants for their thoughts. 
This was typical of the way that Kennedy formed his views on complex issues; 
he “tried to master the substantive content of important issues by asking 
probing questions.” According to veteran diplomat George Kennan, who 
interacted with Kennedy on U.S.-Soviet relations, “President Kennedy was 
the best listener I have ever seen in high position anywhere... He asked ques- 
tions modestly and sensibly and listened very patiently.”?! 

The discussion soon focused on a human mission to the Moon. Sidey 
reports that “the main thing everybody was hung up on was the projected 
cost that might be at the outside as much as forty billion dollars.” Dryden 
suggested that, even with that level of funding, it was only an even chance 
that the United States could beat the Soviet Union to the Moon. Webb 
“launched into kind of a bureaucratic paean” in praise of Kennedy’s leader- 
ship; Kennedy told Webb he was not interested in hearing it, and Webb then 
“got down to the fact he thought it could be done.” Wiesner, “who was 
slumped down in his chair so far that his head seemed to be at table level,” 
was noncommittal, saying “now is not the time to make mistakes” and ask- 
ing for three months to complete a review of the program. Welsh reported 
that Vice President Johnson had long favored a greater effort in space and 
suggested that any thought that the United States could not catch up to the 
Soviet Union should be discarded. Bell was the “most pessimistic,” with 
“muted horror at the thought of launching a project that was so ravenous 
and so vague in promised results.” Hearing the discussion, Kennedy’s reac- 
tion was “the cost—that’s what gets me.” 

Sidey reports that “Kennedy was very anguished during this meeting” 
and “kept running his hands through his hair, tapping his front teeth with 
his finger nails, a familiar nervous gesture... There was a feeling of impa- 
tience.” Sidey also got the feeling during the meeting that “Kennedy was 
beginning to get the feel of the challenge.” Theodore Sorensen later told 
him that “space had not been very much on Kennedy’s mind up until the 
Soviet manned flight,” but from that meeting on, Kennedy “was in a race 
to the moon.” According to Sorensen, on that Friday evening, “Kennedy 
began to really get the feel of what this whole thing might mean to his 
Presidency and to the United States.” To Sidey, the Moon project “was a 
classic Kennedy challenge. If it hadn’t been started, he might have invented 
it all, since it combined all those elements of intelligence, courage, and team- 
work that so intrigued John Kennedy.” 

At the end of the meeting, Kennedy told the group: “When we know 
more, I can decide whether it is worth it or not. If somebody can just tell 
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me how to catch up. Let’s find somebody—anybody. I don’t care if it’s the 
janitor over there.” Then, as he returned with Sorensen to the Oval Office, 
his last remark was “there’s nothing more important.” 

In the Oval Office, according to Sorensen, the president was “incredulous 
about sending a manned vehicle to the moon, but excited... He immediately 
sensed that the possibility of putting a man on the moon could galvanize pub- 
lic support for the exploration of space as one of the great human adventures 
of the twentieth century.” Kennedy directed Sorensen to organize a review to 
answer questions about feasibility and cost. Leaving the Oval Office, Sorensen 
found Sidey waiting in the hallway, and told the journalist, Sorensen now says 
“prematurely,” that the U.S. response to the Gagarin flight would be “strong 
and dramatic” and that “we’re going to the moon.””? 

In fact, according to Sorensen, “the decision wasn’t made then so much as 
the stage was set for the full-scale inquiry which would be necessary before 
a final and precise decision could be made.” Kennedy in his view had both 
“affirmative” and “negative” reasons for wanting an accelerated space pro- 
gram: 


Affirmative in the sense that the United States intended to maintain its position 
of world leadership, its position of eminence in commerce, in science, in foreign 
policy, and whatever else might develop from space exploration. The United States 
had to take the lead in this area just as we had taken the lead in other areas. The 
negative side was that we did not want to have the Soviets dominating space to a 
point where, in some future time, it could be a military threat to our security or, in 
any event, cause the rest of the world to draw away from the United States.?4 


Of Kennedy’s thinking at this time, Wiesner says: 


The rest of the world had been led to believe by Soviet space accomplishments, 
and particularly by the U.S. reaction to them, that the scientifically most 
competent, the technologically most competent nation now was the Soviet 
Union, not the United States, because they could do this. We were paying a 
price, all kinds of ways—internationally, politically—and that was the issue 
the President was dealing with, not was it time to go to the moon or not, but 
how to get yourself out of this.74 


If one objective of inviting Hugh Sidey to participate in the April 14 meet- 
ing was to give him the image of a president seriously concerned with the 
situation in space, the White House was successful. Sidey’s story appeared 
in the next issue of the widely read Life magazine and said that Kennedy 
was “gravely concerned” and realized that “it was more urgent than ever to 
define U.S. space aims.” 


“The Perfect Failure” 


There was another urgent matter on President Kennedy’s mind as he con- 
sidered options for the future in space. Kennedy had inherited Eisenhower 
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administration planning for an invasion of Cuba, since 1960 under the 
control of Fidel Castro, by CIA-trained Cuban exiles. Kennedy had reluc- 
tantly given the go-ahead to the plan a few days before April 14, and bomb- 
ing of Cuban airfields by what were characterized as airplanes flown by the 
exiles but actually flown by U.S. pilots began on April 15. The exiles went 
ashore at the Bay of Pigs on the morning of April 17. Within thirty-six hours, 
it was clear the plans had been ill-conceived, and that the invasion was a 
“perfect failure.””° 

The fiasco in Cuba greatly distressed Kennedy; Sorensen describes him 
on the early morning of April 19, after the failure was evident, as “anguished 
and fatigued” and “in the most emotional, self-critical state I had ever seen 
him. He cursed not his fate or advisors but himself.” The days surrounding 
the failed invasion were “the worst week of his public life.” In the follow- 
ing days, “Kennedy’s anguish and dejection were evident to people around 
him.” Not only John Kennedy but also his brother Robert was affected. One 
account of a top-level meeting in the aftermath of the failure reports that 
Robert Kennedy, just after the president stepped out of the room, “turned 
on everybody,” saying, “All you bright fellows. You got the president into 
this. We’ve got to do something to show the Russians we are not paper 
tigers.”?7 

How much Kennedy’s emotional state and competitive character deter- 
mined or merely reinforced his resolve to proceed rapidly in space cannot 
be definitively known, but most evidence suggests that they were influential 
but not decisive factors. The failure was never explicitly linked to the review 
of the space program that took place in the days following the Bay of Pigs; 
Edward Welsh maintains that the fiasco was “not a factor at all” in that 
review. But Wiesner says of the Bay of Pigs, “I don’t think anyone can mea- 
sure it, but I am sure it had an impact. I think the President felt some pres- 
sure to get something else in the foreground.” He adds that, although the 
failed invasion was never explicitly linked to space, “I discussed it with the 
President and saw his reactions. I’m sure it wasn’t his primary motivation. 
I think the Bay of Pigs put him in a mood to run harder than he might have.” 
JFK’s national security adviser McGeorge Bundy suggests that “it is quite 
possible that, if the Bay of Pigs had been a resounding success, the President 
might have dawdled a little longer on the space decision.” Sorensen adds 
that Kennedy’s attitude toward the acceleration of the space program was 
influenced by “the fact that the Soviets had gained tremendous world-wide 
prestige from the Gagarin flight at the same time we had suffered a loss of 
prestige from the Bay of Pigs. It pointed up the fact that prestige was a real 
and not simply a public relations factor in world affairs.”?8 

One certain impact of the Bay of Pigs failure was to heighten White House 
concern regarding a possible failure of the first human launch in Project 
Mercury, which at that point was scheduled for May 2. A mission failure, 
especially if it resulted in the death of the Mercury astronaut on live televi- 
sion, was a possibility that the president and his advisers viewed with great 
concern. 
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Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson Leads 
Space Program Review 


It had been assumed since the March meetings on the NASA budget that 
Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson as the new chairman of the National 
Aeronautics and Space Council would, once he formally assumed that 
position, lead a comprehensive review of the U.S. space program that 
would provide the basis for decisions in fall 1961 on the future of that 
program, and especially the future of the human space flight effort. But 
the events of April 1961 drastically shortened the time allotted to that 
review. Johnson did not attend the April 14 White House meetings on the 
space program. He was returning from his first overseas trip as vice presi- 
dent, to the West African nation of Senegal, which was celebrating the 
first anniversary of its independence from France, with stops in Geneva 
and Paris on the way home. But on April 19, after President Kennedy had 
in the early hours of the day walked disconsolately with Ted Sorensen 
and then alone on the south lawn of the White House in the aftermath 
of the Bay of Pigs failure, he met later in the day with Lyndon Johnson 
and James Webb to discuss the organization of the accelerated review he 
had decided was needed. Johnson suggested that he would “have hear- 
ings, lay a background and create a platform for a recommendation to 
Congress.” He asked Kennedy to give him a memorandum “that would 
provide a charter for those hearings” and would be an “outline of what 
concerned him.”?? 

Ted Sorensen drafted a one-page memorandum, and President Kennedy 
signed it and sent it to Johnson the next day, April 20. The memorandum 
stands as a historic document; it spelled out the requirements that led directly 
to the decision to go to the Moon as the centerpiece of an accelerated U.S. 
space effort. It said: 


In accordance with our conversation I would like for you as Chairman of the 
Space Council to be in charge of making an overall survey of where we stand 
in space. 


1. Do we have a chance of beating the Soviets by putting a laboratory in 
space, or by a trip around the moon, or by a rocket to land on the moon, 
or by a rocket to go to the moon and back with a man. Is there any other 
space program which promises dramatic results in which we could win? 

2. How much additional would it cost? 

3. Are we working 24 hours a day on existing programs? If not, why not? Ifnot, 
will you make recommendations to me as to how work can be speeded up. 

4. In building large boosters should we put our emphasis on nuclear, chemical, 
or liquid fuel, or a combination of these? 

5. Are we making maximum effort? Are we achieving necessary results? 


I have asked Jim Webb, Dr. Wiesner, Secretary McNamara and other respon- 
sible officials to cooperate with you fully. I would appreciate a report on this 
at the earliest possible moment. 


“THERE'S NOTHING MORE IMPORTANT” 81 


THE WHITE HOUSE 


WASHINGTON 


April 20, 1961 


MEMORANDUM FOR 
VICE PRESIDENT 


In accordance with our conversation I would like 
for you as Chairman of the Space Council to be in charge of 
making an overall survey of where we stand in space, 


1, Do we have a chance of beating the Soviets by 
putting a laboratory in space, or by a trip 
around the moon, or by a rocket to land on the 
moon, or by a rocket to go to the moon and 
back with a man, Is there any other space 
program which promises dramatic results in 
which we could win? 


2. How much additional would it cost? 


3, Are we working 24 hours a day on existing 
programs, If not, why not? If not, will you 
make recommendations to me as to how 
work can be speeded up. 


4, In building large boosters should we put out 
emphasis on nuclear, chemical or liquid fuel, 
or a combination of these three? 


5. Are we making maximum effort? Are we 
achieving necessary results? 


Ihave asked Jim Webb, Dr, Weisner, Secretary 
McNamara and other responsible officials to cooperate with 
you fully. I would appreciate a report on this at the 
earliest possible moment, 


The April 20, 1961, memorandum that led to the decision to go to the Moon (LBJ Library 
image). 


The Kennedy memorandum both contained a very clear statement of a 
requirement—“a space program which promises dramatic results in which 
we could win”—and a sense of urgency. Kennedy wanted Johnson’s report 
“at the earliest possible moment.” Budget director Bell suggests that “the 
President would not have made such a request unless he expected a positive 
answer and a strong program, and therefore he was pretty sure before he 
made that request that that was what he intended to do.” At an April 21 press 
conference, Kennedy was asked: “Mr. President, you don’t seem to be push- 
ing the space program nearly as energetically now as you suggested during 
the campaign that you thought it should be pushed. In view of the feeling of 
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many people in this country that we must do everything we can to catch up 
with the Russians as soon as possible, do you anticipate applying any sort of 
crash program?” Kennedy replied: 


We are attempting to make a determination as to which program offers the 
best hope before we embark on it, because you may commit a relatively small 
sum of money now for a result in 1967, ‘68, or ‘69, which will cost you billions 
of dollars, and therefore the Congress passed yesterday the bill providing for a 
Space Council which will be chaired by the Vice President. We are attempting 
to make a determination as to which of these various proposals offers the best 
hope. When that determination is made we will then make a recommendation 
to the Congress. 

In addition, we have to consider whether there is any program now, regard- 
less of its cost, which offers us hope of being pioneers in a project. It is possible 
to spend billions of dollars in this project in space to the detriment of other 
programs and still not be successful. We are behind, as I said before, in large 
boosters. 

We have to make a determination whether there is any effort we could make 
in time or money which could put us first in any new area. Now, I don’t want 
to start spending the kind of money that I am talking about without making a 
determination based on careful scientific judgment as to whether a real success 
can be achieved, or whether because we are so far behind now in this particu- 
lar race we are going to be second in this decade. 

So I would say to you that it’s a matter of great concern, but I think before 
we break through and begin a program which would not reach a completion, 
as you know, until the end of this decade—for example, trips to the moon, 
maybe 10 years off, maybe a little less, but are quite far away and involve, as I 
say, enormous sums—I don’t think we ought to rush into it and begin them 
until we really know where we are going to end up. And that study is now 
being undertaken under the direction of the Vice President. 


Then, for the first time in public, Kennedy said: “If we can get to the moon 
before the Russians, then we should.”?° 


Chapter 6 


Space Plans Reviewed 


Picconting to Jerome Wiesner, as of April 1961, “Kennedy was, and was 
not, for space. He said to me, ‘Why don’t you find something else we can 
do?’ We couldn’t. Space was the only thing we could do that would show 
off our military power... These rockets were a surrogate for military power. 
He had no real options. We couldn’t quit the space race, and we couldn’t 
condemn ourselves to be second. We had to do something, but the decision 
was painful for him.” Wiesner added that he and Kennedy 


talked a lot about do we have to do this. He said to me, “Well, it’s your fault. If 
you had a scientific spectacular on this earth that would be more useful—say 
desalting the ocean—or something that is just as dramatic and convincing as 
space, then we would do it.” We talked about a lot of things where we could 
make a dramatic demonstration—like nation building—and the answer was 
that there were so many military overtones as well as other things to the space 
program that you couldn’t make another choice. 

If Kennedy could have opted out of a big space program without hurting 
the country in his judgment, he would have. Maybe a different kind of man 
could have said to the country, “Look, we are going at our own pace. We are 
going to let the Russians be first. We don’t care.” But Kennedy said, “If we 
could afford to do something else, we would do it. If we can’t, we had better 
get back where we belong.” I think he became convinced that space was the 
symbol of the twentieth century. It was a decision he made cold bloodedly. He 
thought it was good for the country.! 


Options Assessed 


Lyndon Johnson and his space assistant, Space Council executive secretary 
Edward Welsh, quickly set to work after receiving JFK’s April 20 memo. 
Welsh was the only staff member of the Space Council at this point. The orga- 
nization of the review reflected the “Johnson system” of obtaining informa- 
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tion through personal contacts rather than formal organizational channels. 
Johnson consulted many of individuals whom he thought would signifi- 
cantly contribute to examining the space program. He met with officials 
from NASA, the Defense Department, the Atomic Energy Commission, 
and Wiesner’s office. At the suggestion of Welsh, a Bureau of the Budget 
(BOB) representative attended most of the meetings, so that the bureau 
could remain informed of the alternatives under discussion and assess their 
financial implications.” 

As the review was getting underway, President Kennedy on April 22 
reported to the National Security Council, meeting in the aftermath of the 
Bay of Pigs failure, that “he had asked the Vice President...to direct an 
inquiry into our space effort and make a report to me which I hope will 
constitute the basis of a Presidential Message on this subject to Congress.”? 
It is worth noting that even before he received the vice president’s report, 
Kennedy anticipated a positive recommendation justifying a “Presidential 
Message” to the Congress; it is not clear whether at this point he had also 
decided to deliver that message in person. One indication that he was being 
pushed, if not already leaning, in that direction was an April 19 memoran- 
dum from Walt Rostow, who as a MIT professor had been a Kennedy cam- 
paign adviser and was in April 1961 on McGeorge Bundy’s national security 
staff. Rostow suggested that “as the first hundred days draw to a close, I 
believe you should consider a major address taking stock of where we are 
and where we should go, both at home and abroad.” Rostow identified an 
accelerated space effort as one of the potential topics in the speech.* 


NASA and DOD Present Their Views 


Johnson lost little time in getting started with his review. At 10:30 p.m. on 
April 20, he called Welsh and asked him to arrange a meeting with NASA 
administrator Webb and “such other NASA people as NASA requires” for 
9:30 a.m. on April 22, a Saturday, to outline “what now needs to be done in 
the space program, what it would cost, and whether more funds are required 
at this time (FY1962).” A similar meeting with Secretary of Defense Robert 
McNamara was set up for later the same day; the two organizations were 
told not to coordinate their views in advance of meeting separately with the 
vice president.® 

Hugh Dryden accompanied Webb to the meeting with the vice president 
and presented the NASA response to the questions in the president’s April 
20 memorandum. Dryden said that there was “no chance of beating the 
Soviets in putting a multi-manned laboratory in space since flights already 
accomplished by the Russians have demonstrated that they have this capabil- 
ity.” He told Johnson “with a determined effort of the United States, there 
is a chance to beat the Russians in accomplishing a manned circumnaviga- 
tion of the moon,” perhaps by 1966. He added, “there is a chance for the 
U.S. to be the first to land a man on the moon and return him to earth if a 
determined national effort is made.” Dryden thought it “doubtful” that the 
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Russians had a meaningful head start on a manned lunar landing program 
and “because of the distinct superiority of U.S. industrial capacity, engineer- 
ing, and scientific know-how...the U.S. may be able to overcome the lead 
the Soviets might have up to now.” A first landing might be possible in 1967 
“with an accelerated U.S. effort.” Other areas in which the United States 
might be first included “returning a sample of the material from the moon 
surface to the earth in 1964” and “developing communications satellites,” 
which, “although not as dramatic as manned flight,” would have benefits to 
people throughout the world. NASA at this point in the review estimated 
the cost of an accelerated effort in all areas over the period through 1970 as 
$33.7 billion, an increase of $11.4 billion over its then-current ten-year plan.° 
Although the potentials of a lunar landing program had been discussed with 
President Kennedy in the April 14 cabinet room meeting, Dryden’s report 
was likely the first time that Lyndon Johnson had heard a top-level analy- 
sis of what it would take to surpass the Soviet lead in human space flight. 
Although others, especially Wernher von Braun, are often credited with 
being first to propose a lunar landing to the White House as the “space pro- 
gram which promises dramatic results in which we could win,” it seems that 
honor should go to Hugh Dryden, who had also raised the lunar landing 
possibility at the April 14 cabinet room meeting with President Kennedy. 
Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara’s response to Vice President 
Johnson drew heavily on material provided by John Rubel, deputy direc- 
tor of Defense Research and Engineering, who was the top space official 
within the Office of the Secretary of Defense. Rubel was an engineer who 
had worked for Hughes Aircraft before coming to Washington during the 
Eisenhower administration and who had strong views on how best to orga- 
nize the national space effort. Rather than provide responses to the ques- 
tions in President Kennedy’s April 20 memorandum, McNamara articulated 
a particular philosophy with respect to space. He remarked that “all large 
scale space programs require the mobilization of resources on a national 
scale. They require the development and successful application of the most 
advanced technologies. Dramatic achievements in space, therefore, symbol- 
ize the technological power and organizing capacity of a nation.” For these 
reasons, “major achievements in space contribute to national prestige” and 
“constitute a major element in the international competition between the 
Soviet system and our own.” (These words, most likely written by John 
Rubel, would reappear in a May 8 memorandum to the vice president rec- 
ommending the lunar landing goal.) “Because of their national importance 
and their national scope,” McNamara added, “it is essential that our space 
efforts be well planned. It is essential that they be well managed.” Effective 
management was needed so that “engineering resources be focused and not 
spread too thin,” for “our national posture may be worsened rather than 
improved if added expenditures result in the still greater dispersal of scien- 
tific, engineering and managerial talent.” McNamara called for an orderly 
but accelerated program to close the booster gap. With respect to various 
Department of Defense space programs, he recommended no budget 
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increases above those that had already been approved by the White House 
the previous month.” 


Others Consulted 


As part of his review, Vice President Johnson reached out to a number of 
individuals whom he thought could provide informed advice. For example, 
on April 24 he received a thirty-four-page report prepared over the weekend 
by George Feldman, a former staff member of the House space committee 
who had sought the job of NASA administrator, and Charles Sheldon of the 
Congressional Research Service. He also asked Welsh to get the views of 
Cyrus Vance, in April 1961 the top lawyer at the Department of Defense but 
formerly a member of Johnson’s Senate preparedness subcommittee staff.8 

On Monday morning, April 24, Johnson held a “hearing” to solicit the 
views on what course of action he should recommend to President Kennedy. 
Presenting their views were individuals representing the three military ser- 
vices. To get a “keen sense of public reaction” to the kind of accelerated 
program that was emerging from his review, the vice president invited three 
prominent businessmen who were also close personal friends to listen to 
the presentations. They were George Brown of the Houston, Texas con- 
struction firm of Brown and Root (who had been a major Johnson cam- 
paign contributor); Frank Stanton, president of the Columbia Broadcasting 
System; and Donald Cook, vice-president of the American Electric Power 
Corporation. The three service representatives were Vice Admiral John T. 
Hayward, deputy chief of naval operations for research and development; 
Lieutenant General Bernard Schriever, commander of the Air Force systems 
command and the recognized pioneer of the Air Force space program; and 
Wernher von Braun, who had been transferred in June 1960 from the Army 
Ballistic Missile Agency to work for NASA but from Johnson’s perspective 
still could represent the Army’s views. Johnson had sent each of the three 
a copy of President Kennedy’s April 20 memorandum directly, not through 
their chain of command. (In fact, when he learned of the meeting after it 
had taken place, Secretary of Defense McNamara reportedly told the vice 
president that if he wanted military representation at a future meeting, it 
would be McNamara who would decide whom to send from the Department 
of Defense.) Also attending the session were Webb and Dryden from NASA, 
Rubel from DOD, science adviser Wiesner, and BOB staff.” 

In opening the meeting, Vice President Johnson told the group that he 
could not “overstate the fact that ‘our Freedom is at stake” Communist 
domination of Space could lead to control over men’s minds as well as their 
very existence.” Johnson spoke of the “propaganda aspects, as well as the 
technological and the defense aspects.” He said “The President wants the 
best hard-headed advice he can get—and he wants it now” and “this meet- 
ing, complemented by anything you want to send in later, is called to get 
your specific views on what we can do to get this country into the Space 
lead. 72° 
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Hayward told the meeting that he supported a large-scale U.S. space 
program with a lunar landing mission as a central goal. He believed that, 
from a national point of view, only the lunar landing mission made sense as 
a way of accelerating the space program. The Navy was concerned, reported 
Hayward, that the practical applications of space technology that provided 
assistance to naval operations, such as the use of satellites for navigation, 
reconnaissance, communications, and weather forecasting, not be neglected 
in any accelerated program. He stressed the need for an integrated, orderly 
space program rather than emphasis on one project at the cost of neglecting 
others.'! 

Schriever also urged that a program aimed at a lunar landing be adopted, 
primarily because “it would put a focus on our space program. If we had this 
sort of an objective, there were so many other things that would be required 
that you couldn’t avoid having a major space program. I felt that we needed 
a major national space program for prestige purposes, for those things we 
could see as having national security implications and because of the need 
for advancing technology.” Although the Air Force in 1958 had proposed a 
very similar idea—a lunar landing effort as a central focus of a national space 
program—Schriever in 1961 did not suggest Air Force management of such 
an effort, noting, “that never came up. At that point, there was no argument 
about who was going to run the program.”!” 

In an April 30 follow-up letter to the vice president, Schriever said that 
he held “a strong conviction that achievements in space in the critical decade 
ahead will become a principal measure of this nation’s position in world 
leadership—a world in which it is becoming increasingly obvious that there 
will be no second.” This letter addressed directly the questions in President 
Kennedy’s April 20 memorandum. It indicated several areas in which “we 
have a high probability of scoring a dramatic ‘first,’” including a lunar land- 
ing by 1967, capturing an object in space and returning it to Earth by 1963,!8 
the first flight of a nuclear propulsion upper stage by 1965, and establishing 
a communication satellite network over the Atlantic Ocean by 1963 and 
worldwide by 1964. Schriever suggested that 


our currently projected space effort is dangerously deficient. It has been 
characterized by an attitude of defeatism and a seeming resignation to second 
place for the United States in the space competition with the Soviet Union. 
Placing a man in orbit has been called a “stunt.”...This negative philosophy 
places at serious and unacceptable risk both our national prestige and our 
military security. It fails to recognize the military potential of space and the 
fact that achievements in space have been the single most important influence 
in the world prestige equation. 

A greatly expanded and accelerated space program can—and should—be 
undertaken. There is clear evidence that we have the resources to more than 
double the magnitude of our present space effort. All that is lacking is the 
decision to do so—a decision comparable to that made by the late President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt shortly after the attack on Pearl Harbor when he called 
upon the nation to increase its annual airplane production from a few thousand 
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to the seemingly impossible figure of 50,000 aircraft per year. The timid souls 
were routed. The response to the call of our President in that critical hour is a 
highlight of our nation’s history.'* 


Wernher von Braun summarized the views he had expressed in the meeting, 
which he characterized as “strictly my own,” in an April 29 memorandum to 
Vice President Johnson. He told Johnson that the United States had a “sport- 
ing chance of sending a 3-man crew around the moon ahead of the Soviets 
(1965/1966)” and “an excellent chance of beating the Soviets to the first 
landing of a crew on the moon (including return capability, of course).” This 
was because “a performance jump by a factor 10 over their present rockets is 
necessary to accomplish this feat. While today we do not have such a rocket, 
it is unlikely that the Soviets have it.” Given this likelihood, said von Braun, 
“we would not have to enter such a race towards this obvious next goal in 
space exploration against hopeless odds favoring the Soviets. With an all-out 
crash program I think we could accomplish this objective in 1967/1968.” 
This estimate reflected von Braun’s confidence that with adequate resources 
his rocket team could develop the large launch vehicle needed more rapidly 
than could its Soviet competitors. Echoing the call for a more centralized 
approach to the management of large-scale technological efforts that had 
been articulated by Robert McNamara on April 22, von Braun noted that 
“in the space race we are competing with a determined opponent whose 
peacetime economy is on a wartime footing. Most of our procedures are 
designed for orderly, peacetime conditions. I do not believe that we can win 
this race unless we take at least some measures which thus far have been con- 
sidered acceptable only in times of a national emergency.”!® 

Edward Welsh later on April 24 summarized the main points that had 
come out of the day’s meeting. Among them were the following: 


e “We have a lot of built-in handicaps which the Russians don’t have, i.e., 
contracting procedures, variety of government agencies and private com- 
panies in the act, freedom of the press, etc.” 

e “A lunar landing and return is not just a ‘stunt.’ Rather, it should be 
pushed as a basically important achievement of great technical and scien- 
tific importance.” 

e “The distinction between ‘peaceful uses’ and defense uses for space is a 
handicap.” 

e “We have to have a basic philosophy—make our objectives clear. This 
means not a ‘catch up’ philosophy but a leadership philosophy.” 

e “Tdealism is fine, but we have to be realistic in dealing with the rest of the 
world, as they will align themselves with the leader.” 

e “The Russians are not going to wait for us, so we should shoot for targets 
ahead of where they are now.” 


e “More money, more definite policies, and more effort are needed.”!° 


Neither Secretary of State Dean Rusk nor chairman of the Atomic Energy 
Commission Glenn Seaborg were at the initial meetings organized by the vice 
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president, even though both were members of the Space Council. Johnson 
apparently did consult with Rusk by telephone to learn if the secretary of 
state foresaw any negative foreign policy impacts from an accelerated space 
program and if Rusk agreed that a program aimed at capturing leadership in 
space for the United States was politically desirable. Rusk did agree to this 
proposition. The top State Department staff persons on space issues, Philip 
Farley and Robert Packard, interacted with Welsh during the consultations 
and attended at least one meeting; also, Richard Gardner, deputy assistant 
secretary of state for international organization affairs, wrote the vice presi- 
dent on April 24, saying that “I believe the United States could redeem 
much of its lost prestige in the space race by scoring ‘a first’ in the field of 
communication satellites,” since such a success “would have very dramatic 
and obvious practical benefits to millions of people around the world.”!” 

There were no dissenters among those consulted to the notion that the 
country should undertake a vigorous space program funded at a significantly 
higher level than had been the case under the Eisenhower administration. 
There was little question, Johnson was told repeatedly, that such a program 
would have considerable political, strategic, technological, and economic pay- 
offs for the United States. For example, Donald Cook in a letter to Johnson 
a few weeks later argued that “actions in this field must, I believe, be based 
on the fundamental premise that achievements in space are equated by other 
nations of the world with technical proficiency and industrial strength. This 
proficiency and strength is, in turn, equated with World power. And the 
conclusion reached by other countries on the question of our position in the 
world in terms of power is and will be of fundamental importance in their 
determination as to which group, the West or the East, they will cast their 
lot.” 

This view of the world situation—as a bipolar struggle between the United 
States and the Soviet Union for global leadership at a time that Communist 
parties were strong in many Western European countries and as newly inde- 
pendent nations were deciding which form of social and political organiza- 
tion to adopt—was at the root of U.S. foreign policy in the early months of 
the Kennedy administration. Cook’s views were commonly shared among 
the U.S. political and intellectual leadership, including President Kennedy 
himself. Cook’s letter continued: “On this premise, the goal that we must 
seek is the achievement of leadership in space—leadership which is both 
clear-cut and acknowledged. Our objective must be, therefore, not merely 
to overtake, but substantially to outdistance Russia. Any program with a 
lesser basic objective would be a second-rate program, worthy only of a sec- 
ond class power. And, most important, a lesser program would raise serious 
questions among other countries as to whether, as a nation, we had the will 
and the discipline necessary for leadership in the struggle to preserve a free 
society.”!8 

As the Space Council review proceeded, Vice President Johnson kept 
President Kennedy informed of its progress. At the April 25 ceremony at 
which President Kennedy signed the bill making the vice president the chair 
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of a reorganized Space Council, Kennedy noted that “enactment of this 
measure is symbolic of our Government’s intention to translate leadership 
and determination into action...Working with the Vice President, I intend 
that America’s space effort shall provide the leadership, resources and deter- 
mination to step up our efforts and prevail on the newest of man’s physical 
frontiers.”? 

On April 28, the vice president sent the president a six-page memorandum 
summarizing his space review to date. Johnson told Kennedy: 


e “The U.S. has greater resources than the USSR for attaining space leader- 
ship but has failed to make the necessary hard decisions and to marshal 
those resources to achieve such leadership.” 

e “This country should be realistic and recognize that other nations, regard- 
less of their appreciation of our idealistic values, will tend to align them- 
selves with the country they believe will be the world leader—the winner 
in the long run. Dramatic achievements in space are being increasingly 
identified as a major indicator of world leadership.” 

e “If we do not make the strong effort now, the time will soon be reached 
when the margin of control over space and over men’s minds through 
space accomplishments will have swung so far on the Russian side that we 
will not be able to catch up, let alone assume leadership.” 

e “Manned exploration of the moon, for example, is not only an achievement 
of great propaganda value, but it is essential as an objective whether or not 
we are first in its accomplishments—and we may be able to be first.” 

e “There are a number of programs which the United States could pursue 
immediately and which promise significant world-wide advantage over the 
Soviets. Among these are communication satellites, meteorological and 
weather satellites, and navigation and mapping satellites.” 

e “More resources and more effort need to be put into our space program 
as soon as possible.” 


Edward Welsh, who drafted the memorandum, has suggested that “the 
decision to go to the moon was made immediately upon the receipt of the 
April 28° memorandum.” This seems not to have been the case. While 
President Kennedy at that point in time had given strong indications that 
he was inclined toward such a choice, two more weeks of review would take 
place before the decision became final.”° 


Some with Reservations 


Although science adviser Wiesner attended some of the meetings Johnson 
called, at no time during this review was the President’s Science Advisory 
Committee (PSAC) as a body consulted about the wisdom of what was being 
recommended. Wiesner, reflecting the conclusions of the PSAC report that 
had been presented to President Eisenhower in December 1960, viewed the 
decision to accelerate the space program with a lunar landing mission as 
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a central undertaking as “a political, not a technical issue. It was not an 
issue of scientific versus non-scientific issues; it was a use of technological 
means for political ends. It was on these considerations that I did not involve 
PSAC.” Wiesner did tell the president that PSAC “would never accept this 
kind of expenditure on scientific grounds.” Kennedy accepted this and in 
turn promised Wiesner that he would never justify the lunar mission in terms 
of its scientific payoffs.7! 

Somewhat surprisingly, there was another key individual who was some- 
what skeptical of the push for a major acceleration of the space program, with 
landing on the Moon before the Soviet Union as its central feature—NASA 
administrator James Webb. Webb described himself as “a relatively cautious 
person. I think when you decide you’re going to do something and put the 
prestige of the United States government behind it, you’d better be doggone 
well be able to do it.”?? Webb was reluctant to commit himself to a lunar 
landing effort until he was convinced that it was technologically sound, that 
NASA had the capability to execute it, and that it “did not go beyond what 
I thought Kennedy was willing to approve.” Webb wrote Wiesner on May 
2, noting that the budget figures that had accompanied NASA’s April 22 
presentation to the vice president had been put together “in a great hurry” 
and did not represent the results “of a careful study of the technological 
bottlenecks or difficulties.” Webb asked Wiesner to join him in insuring that 
the program to be recommended to the president “has real value and validity 
and from which solid additions to knowledge can be made, even if every case 
of the specific so-called ‘spectacular’ flights or events are done after they 
have been accomplished by the Russians.”?? By acting to emphasize his con- 
cern with the underlying validity of the accelerated program, Webb hoped 
both to maintain his good working relationship with Wiesner and, through 
Wiesner, the scientific community, and to influence the program recom- 
mendations so that if necessary he could later defend the program against 
charges that it was aimed only at prestige and was fundamentally distorted 
and unsound. Webb, in essence, “wanted to contain and shape the decision 
to reflect favorably on NASA, the nation, and himself.”*4 


Congress Consulted 


The next step in Vice President Johnson’s review was to consult key congres- 
sional leaders to ensure that they would indeed be willing to support the 
kind of accelerated program that the president was likely to recommend. The 
original plan was to meet with the chairman, Overton Brooks, and ranking 
minority member, James Fulton, of the House Committee on Science and 
Astronautics on May 1, and the chairman, Robert Kerr, and ranking minor- 
ity member, Styles Bridges, of the Senate Committee on Aeronautical and 
Space Sciences on May 2. However, the May 1 meeting had to be postponed 
so that Johnson could participate in a National Security Council discussion 
of policy toward Viet Nam. Brooks was unhappy at this turn of events and 
with Johnson’s suggestion that Brooks submit a memorandum on his views 
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in lieu of a face-to-face meeting.?> The meeting with the two senators and 
their staff actually took place on May 3. Webb and Dryden from NASA, 
John Rubel from DOD, Edward Welsh, representatives from the Atomic 
Energy Commission, the Department of State, and the BOB, and George 
Brown, Frank Stanton, and Donald Cook were also present. 

The two senators whom Johnson invited to the meeting, Kerr and Bridges, 
were present not only because of their committee positions but also because 
they were two of the small number of veteran legislators who, together with 
Johnson, had controlled the Senate during the Eisenhower years. Johnson 
believed that their support would suffice to carry the rest of the Senate with 
them. Johnson opened the meeting by saying that “I believe it is the position 
of every patriotic and knowledgeable American that past policies and perfor- 
mances in space have not been enough to give this country leadership.” He 
noted that “the President has made it clear that he is determined that the 
United States move into ‘its proper place in the space race.’ That can only 
mean leadership. There is no other proper place for our country.” Johnson 
told those at the meeting that “we are here to discuss not whether, but how— 
not when, but now.”*° This strident view of American exceptionalism was a 
pervasive aspect of LBJ’s space review. 

Robert Kerr told the others that “we need some cold-blooded deci- 
sions, but the Senate can be counted on in the end to face up to whatever is 
required.” Styles Bridges agreed, saying, “it certainly is necessary to attain 
the highest possible scientific use and to maintain the glory of the United 
States and its prestige, but basic to the whole matter is the security of the 
United States.” James Webb continued his cautious approach, telling the 
group that “there is a great deal that must be done before the vice president 
will be in a position to make the recommendations and the president be 
ready to go to the Congress and ask for the large sums that will be necessary, 
so we’ve got to be very careful now.” Johnson reacted negatively to Webb’s 
caution, saying “do you feel that you will not be prepared to give me answers 
for a month?...I am not trying to rush you. But you must not wait a month 
or Congress will have gone home.” He added: ““We’ll wait for a month if 
necessary for people [clearly meaning Webb] to get the guts enough to make 
solid recommendations.” Frank Stanton from CBS added an elitist perspec- 
tive: “We don’t have to be concerned about national support if wise men 
have decided upon the action necessary in the national interest.”?” 

Johnson completed his canvas of Congressional support by telephon- 
ing Overton Brooks and James Fulton to inquire whether the House of 
Representatives would also support an accelerated space effort. Given what 
these two men had been saying in their recent committee hearings about 
the need for a faster-paced program, their responses were not surprising. 
Fulton told Johnson, after checking with some other House Republicans, 
that he thought Republican support for an accelerated program would be 
almost unanimous.?® After the vice president’s call, Brooks submitted a 
ten-page memorandum of recommendations for the space program. Brooks 
said that he and his committee believed that “the United States must do 
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whatever is necessary to gain unequivocal leadership in Space Exploration.” He 
recommended an immediate acceleration of programs for communications, 
television, weather, and navigation satellites. He said that his committee was 
“committed to a forceful and stepped-up long range endeavor” and that 
“we cannot concede the Moon to the Soviets, since it is conceivable that the 
nation that controls the Moon may well control the Earth.””? 

According to Webb, by the end of the May 3 meeting Lyndon Johnson 
“was close to demanding” from NASA a specific recommendation on a 
lunar landing program, not additional study of its requirements. Based on all 
information available to him, Webb felt that the lunar landing was “the first 
project we could assure the president that we could do and do ahead of the 
Russians, or at least had a reasonable chance to do.” Johnson pushed Webb, 
saying that “are you willing to undertake this? Are you ready to undertake 
it?” Webb replied that he was ready, “but there’s got to be political support 
over a long period of time, like ten years, and you and the President have 
to recognize that we can’t do this kind of thing without that continuing 
support.”°° The next day Webb wrote to the vice president, telling him that 
“my main effort yesterday was to be certain that you and the Senators were 
under no illusions whatever as to the magnitude of the problems involved 
in carrying out this decision and the absolute necessity, in my opinion, for 
a decision to back Secretary McNamara and myself to the limit.” Six years 
later, Webb, as he complained to the president about cuts in the NASA bud- 
get, was still reminding Lyndon Johnson that he had been “quite reluctant 
to undertake the responsibility of building a transportation system to the 
moon” and that Johnson “had almost to drive me to make the recommenda- 
tion which you sent on to President Kennedy.”*! 

As Lyndon Johnson was gauging Congressional support for an acceler- 
ated space effort, Kennedy was also independently consulting key members 
of Congress with respect to what type of enhanced space program would 
be politically acceptable. In particular, according to Webb, there was “little 
doubt in my mind” that Kennedy consulted Houston-area Congressman 
Albert Thomas, who chaired the House subcommittee controlling NASA’s 
appropriations. Thomas’s relationship with fellow Texan Lyndon Johnson was 
“not close,” but Kennedy “paid a very great deal of attention to what Thomas 
told him could be done and what he, Thomas, was prepared to do.” Kennedy 
also needed support from Thomas in other areas of his legislative agenda, and 
it is likely that Thomas alerted Kennedy to his desire to have an accelerated 
space program benefit his Houston Congressional district. Webb later recalled 
that Lyndon Johnson “had more weight in bringing President Kennedy to 
his decision than the staff around the White House was or is yet willing to 
recognize ...In the end he [Kennedy] was, I believe, as strongly influenced by 
Johnson and Thomas as by any other two people. Once he felt he had to move 
ahead, he could proceed vigorously because he knew that these men could 
maintain a base of support that would give him a chance to succeed.”*? 

While James Webb might have wanted more time to have his staff carry 
out a fuller study of the requirements for sending Americans to the Moon, 
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that was not to be. On May 4, a Thursday, Lyndon Johnson was asked by 
President Kennedy to embark the following Monday on a tour of Southeast 
Asia to provide a first-hand assessment of the situation there with respect to 
Communist-supported insurgencies. The next day, Johnson called Webb and 
Secretary of Defense McNamara and asked them to “prepare both a program 
for the President to send to Congress and a message for the President to use 
in the transmission of the message.” The vice president wanted to submit 
these papers to the president on the following Monday, before he left on his 
trip.* 

The same day, Friday, May 5, the first U.S. astronaut, Alan Shepard, was 
launched on a 15-minute suborbital flight to the lower edge of outer space. 
Success in that flight was a critical factor in any decision that might follow. 


Mercury-Redstone 3: A Necessary Success 


From the start of Project Mercury in 1958, the project’s plan called for several 
brief suborbital flights with an astronaut aboard before committing a human 
to an orbital mission. The first such flight could have come in March 1961 
if it had not been for the combination of some relatively minor problems on 
the January 31 Mercury-Redstone-2 flight carrying the chimpanzee Ham 
and the biomedical concerns raised by PSAC about an astronaut’s ability to 
withstand the stresses of spaceflight. An additional test flight without an 
astronaut (or chimpanzee) aboard was inserted in the Mercury schedule, and 
the first crewed flight, Mercury/Redstone-3 (MR-3), was slipped until the 
end of April or early May; to some, that flight seemed rather anticlimactic 
when Yuri Gagarin orbited the Earth on April 12. 

Beginning with the Wiesner task group report in January and extending 
almost to the day of the flight, there were White House fears that the risks 
of the MR-3 mission outweighed its benefits. These fears were only ampli- 
fied by the failure at the Bay of Pigs in mid-April; the possibility that a U.S. 
astronaut might perish in the full light of the television and other media cov- 
erage of the mission so soon after the United States had looked so weak in its 
unwillingness to support the invasion force it had trained was very troubling 
to President Kennedy and his top advisers. Sorensen remembers that while 
“gloating Russians, undecided Third World neutrals, and concerned allies” 
awaited the outcome of the flight, “untold numbers of the American press 
insisted for weeks that all their reporters must receive passes to be present.” 
At the same time, there was insistence that “their editorial writers and col- 
umnists must be free to deplore the media circus atmosphere resulting from 
so many reporters being present.” The White House concern was “that such 
a big buildup would worsen our national humiliation [the Bay of Pigs] if the 
flight were a failure.”*4 

Jerome Wiesner had raised similar concerns as far back as March 9. In a 
memorandum to McGeorge Bundy, Wiesner expressed his worry about the 
pressure for live TV and press coverage of the MR-3 launch, fearing that 
there was a danger of the event tuning into a “Hollywood production” that 


SPACE PLANS REVIEWED 95 


“could jeopardize the success of the entire mission.” He suggested that the 
government should meet such pressures “with firmness.” Wiesner on the 
other hand was concerned about how best to exploit the public relations 
value of a successful mission to serve administration interests, since “in the 
imagination of many” the mission would “be viewed in the same category as 
Columbus’ discovery of the new world.” Wiesner’s hope for a historic first 
was definitively dashed by the Soviet orbital flight in April. 

At the March 22 meeting on the NASA budget, President Kennedy had 
asked about the risks associated with the first Mercury flight. Hugh Dryden 
assured him that “no unwarranted risks would be involved” and that “the 
decision to ‘go’ was being made by project managers best qualified to assess 
the operational hazards.” The PSAC panel on Mercury agreed with this 
assessment, saying the flight would be “a high risk undertaking but not 
higher than we are accustomed to taking in other ventures.”*° 

Still, doubts about the wisdom of going ahead with the mission, at least 
so soon after the Soviet orbital flight and the Bay of Pigs fiasco, persisted. 
The person who had led the PSAC review of Mercury, Donald Hornig, on 
April 18 sent a memorandum to Sorensen raising two questions: (1) “Is 
MR-3 still justified, in view of the risks, after the Russian flight?” and (2) “If 
so, should the present schedule be maintained or should it be carried out at 
a later time?” Hornig noted that after the Gagarin flight “the fact that one 
human can withstand these conditions [of spaceflight] is now established.” 
Hornig’s conclusion was that “it seems likely that we should proceed on 
schedule, particularly since the world already knows that schedule,” but that 
“our estimate of the risk is still that it cannot presently be demonstrated that 
the likelihood of disaster is less than one in ten or one in twenty.”*” 

On April 26, Wiesner told the Space Council’s Welsh that his office had 
been receiving messages from “some of the scientists whom he knows rais- 
ing a question about the advisability of our going forward with the Mercury 
man-in-space shots.” Their concern, said Wiesner, was that “if these shots 
were successful, they would still look relatively small compared with what 
the Russians have done, and, if the shots failed, the damage to our prestige 
would be serious.” In reporting this message to Vice President Johnson, 
Welsh said that he believed “we should go ahead... Having announced that 
we were going to make the efforts, I believe that we would suffer seriously if 
we did not go ahead.”*8 Concerns about the wisdom of proceeding were not 
limited to the White House. Senators John Williams (R-DE) and William 
Fulbright (D-AK) suggested “that the flight should be postponed and then 
conducted in secret lest it become a well-publicized failure.”*? 

The MR-3 flight was scheduled to lift off on the morning of May 2. In the 
preceding days, Ted Sorensen and the president’s brother Robert Kennedy 
discussed whether it was worse to postpone the flight after the press buildup 
had reached such a peak or to go ahead with the flight and run the risks of 
failure.*° President Kennedy made the final decision on whether to go ahead 
with the flight in an Oval Office meeting on April 29. Present at the meet- 
ing were Wiesner, Sorensen, Bundy, and Welsh, among others. One of those 
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present raised the point of “maybe we should postpone the Shepard flight, 
maybe we shouldn’t take this risk, something might go bad, there might be a 
casualty, and we’ve had a number of things go rather poorly here and maybe 
we shouldn’t do this right now.” The majority of the group favored post- 
poning the flight, but Welsh argued that it was no riskier than flying from 
Washington to Los Angeles in bad weather, and asked the president, “why 
postpone a success?” According to Welsh, “that ended the discussion.”* 

On May 1, the day before the flight was scheduled, James Webb and 
White House press secretary Pierre Salinger met with Kennedy for a final 
review of the press arrangements for covering the launch. Webb assured the 
president that all precautions had been taken and the flight should go for- 
ward as scheduled. Kennedy asked his secretary to place a call to NASA’s 
public information officer in Florida, Paul Haney, to discuss plans for televi- 
sion coverage and to discuss the reliability of the Mercury capsule’s escape 
system. Salinger talked to Haney from the Oval Office and, after Haney 
reviewed the history of the launch escape system, told Kennedy that he felt 
that JFK’s questions had been adequately answered.*” 

Because of poor weather, the MR-3 flight was postponed on May 2 and 
again on May 4. Finally, on May 5, astronaut Alan Shepard was launched 
on what he described as a “pleasant ride.” A wave of national relief and pride 
over an American success swept the country, from the White House down 
to the person in the street. At the White House, Kennedy’s secretary Evelyn 
Lincoln interrupted a National Security Council meeting to tell the president 
that Shepard was about to be launched. Kennedy, joined by Lyndon Johnson, 
Robert Kennedy, Robert McNamara, Dean Rusk, Ted Sorensen, McGeorge 
Bundy, Arthur Schlesinger, and others crowded around a small black and white 
television set in Lincoln’s office to watch the takeoff. As Jacqueline Kennedy 
walked by, the president said: “Come in and watch this.” Sorensen suggests 
that the group watching the flight in Lincoln’s office “heaved a sigh of relief, 
and cheered” as Shepard and his spacecraft were pulled from the Atlantic 
Ocean.*? After Shepard was safely aboard the recovery ship, Kennedy called 
him, saying, “I want to congratulate you very much. We watched you on tele- 
vision, of course, and we are awfully pleased and proud of what you did.”** 

The decision to carry out the Shepard flight in full view of the world 
seems to have paid off. A May 1961 report of the U.S. Information Agency 
comparing international reactions to the Gagarin and Shepard flights noted 
that in terms of public reaction “the U.S. reaped a significant psychologi- 
cal advantage over the Soviet Union.” This was due in large part to the 
“openness” surrounding the Shepard flight, plus the flight’s “technologi- 
cal refinements and the poise and humility of the U.S. astronaut.” People 
around the world contrasted this “critically to Soviet secrecy and blatant pro- 
paganda exploitation, as well as the obviously politically controlled behavior 
of Gagarin.” The report went on to say that “without question the greatest 
impact on expressed opinion in the Free World was made by the openness 
of the U.S. both as to the flight itself and to the release of scientific infor- 
mation.” In contrast, “Soviet secrecy was deplored and even continued to 
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President Kennedy in his secretary’s office watching the May 5, 1961, launch of the first U.S. 
astronaut, Alan Shepard. Also visible are Vice President Lyndon Johnson, national security 
adviser McGeorge Bundy (over Johnson’s right shoulder), presidential assistant Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr. (in bowtie), chief of Naval operations Admiral Arleigh Burke, and Jacqueline 
Kennedy (JFK Library photograph). 


arouse some skepticism.” Some of the commentary “showed a significant 
tendency to identify itself with the U.S. success.”4° 

If the Shepard flight had been a catastrophic failure, it is very unlikely 
that President Kennedy would have, or politically could have, soon after- 
ward set as a national goal the flight of Americans to the Moon. However, 
the unqualified success of the flight in both technical and political terms 
likely swept away any of Kennedy’s lingering reservations with respect to 
the benefits of an accelerated space effort with human space flights as its 
centerpiece. In a formal statement issued after the flight, Kennedy said: “All 
America rejoices in this successful flight of Astronaut Shepard. This is an 
historic milestone in our own exploration into space. But America still needs 
to work with the utmost speed and vigor in the further development of our 
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space program. Today’s flight should provide incentive to everyone in our 
nation concerned with this program to redouble their efforts in this vital 
field. Important scientific material has been obtained during this flight and 
this will be made available to the world’s scientific community.” At a press 
conference later in the day, Kennedy announced that he planned to under- 
take “a substantially larger effort in space.”*° 


Chapter 7 


“A Great New American Enterprise” 


With the success of Alan Shepard’s flight on May 5, the momentum toward 
a dramatic acceleration of the American space effort, with its focal point being 
a “space program which promises dramatic results in which we could win,” 
was becoming unstoppable. Vice President Johnson’s consultations over the 
prior two weeks had revealed almost unanimous support for such an initiative. 
But before President Kennedy could announce his intent to enter and win the 
space race, the generalized support had to be turned into specific program 
recommendations with an accompanying political rationale and budget esti- 
mates. Kennedy on April 20 had asked for the conclusions of the vice presi- 
dent’s review “at the earliest possible moment.” With the vice president leaving 
Washington on May 8 for almost two weeks, that meant a busy weekend for 
those charged with putting the results of LBJ’s consultations into a form for 
Johnson to submit with his recommendation for presidential approval. 


Recommendations Prepared 


On Saturday morning, May 6, the group charged with preparing the rec- 
ommendations met at the Pentagon office of Secretary of Defense Robert 
McNamara. Those present at some point in the day included McNamara, 
deputy secretary of defense Roswell Gilpatric, Harold Brown, the new direc- 
tor of defense research and engineering, and his deputy John Rubel, from the 
Department of Defense; James Webb, Hugh Dryden, Robert Seamans, and 
Abraham Hyatt, director of program planning and evaluation, from NASA; 
Chairman Glenn Seaborg from the Atomic Energy Commission; and Willis 
Shapley from the Military Division of Bureau of the Budget (BOB). Neither 
Jerome Wiesner nor Edward Welsh participated in the weekend sessions, and 
neither was briefed on their results before LBJ’s recommendations were sub- 
mitted to President Kennedy on May 8.1 

Seamans reports that “there was unanimous agreement that at this that 
time we needed to do more in space; that we had a reasonable scientific 
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program; that the military program in space was satisfactory; that we should 
probably do more in the commercial area, or the civilian area, and specifi- 
cally, Secretary [McNamara] was very insistent that NASA add to its budget 
$50 million for communications satellites.” John Rubel added that large 
space projects “reflect the capacity and the will of the nation to harness 
its technological, economic, and managerial resources for a common goal”; 
for these reasons, “a successful space program validates your claim to other 
capacities.” 

During Vice President Johnson’s review over the preceding two weeks, 
NASA and DOD had never seen each other’s responses to President 
Kennedy’s April 20 memorandum, so most of the day was spent with NASA 
and DOD presenting those responses to the other agency. NASA went first 
and outlined its proposed initiatives, including setting a manned lunar 
landing goal with a planning date of 1967 for the first landing attempt. 
There had been enough analysis, dating back to the work of George Low’s 
task force, to satisfy the NASA leaders that a lunar landing was a technically 
achievable objective, given a strong commitment of resources and people. 
That such a program would be recommended to the president was certain 
enough that NASA had established an internal task force four days earlier 
to provide a more detailed sense of what would be involved in such an 
undertaking, but that group’s findings were not due until early June. Thus 
the specifics of the lunar landing plans discussed on May 6 were in a very 
preliminary state. 

In choosing the lunar landing program as the central feature of its recom- 
mended program, the group had no firm intelligence regarding whether or 
not the Soviet Union was already embarked on a similar program. An April 
25, 1961, National Intelligence Estimate on “Soviet Technical Capabilities 
in Guided Missiles and Space Vehicles” had estimated that the Soviet Union 
could orbit payloads weighing 50 to 100 tons in the “latter part of the 
decade”; this capability would allow Russia to launch a human mission to 
circumnavigate the Moon by 1966, to go into orbit around the Moon by 
1967, and, “contingent upon success with manned earth satellites and the 
development of large booster vehicles,” to carry out “lunar landings and 
return to earth by about 1970.” The estimate noted: “The Soviet leaders 
clearly believe that achievements in space enable them to persuade the world 
that in the realms of science, technology, and military strength, the USSR 
stands in the very front rank of world powers. In seizing an early lead and 
following it with a series of dramatic successes, they have sought to bolster 
their claims of superiority of the Soviet system ...Since 1955, the announced 
goal of the Soviet space program has been manned interplanetary travel.” 
There was, however, no hard evidence that the Soviet Union had initiated a 
lunar landing program.’ 

Although there is no direct evidence that those preparing the space 
recommendations had read this intelligence estimate prior to the May 6-7 
weekend, they were likely aware of its conclusions. The final recommenda- 
tions that went to Vice President Johnson the following Monday, May 8, 
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were accompanied by a separate, highly classified, annex on Soviet space 
capabilities.? 

The only question about the wisdom of selecting the lunar landing goal 
as the key step toward space leadership came from Robert McNamara, who 
wondered, given the lack of specific knowledge about the Soviet space pro- 
gram and its record of achievements to date, whether such an effort was 
ambitious enough. Might the Soviets already be so far along on a lunar land- 
ing program that they could do it in a year or two, he wondered. Might it 
be better to focus on sending people to Mars, instead, he asked the group. 
Seamans told McNamara that going directly to a human mission to Mars 
was technically not feasible, but, he says, “McNamara kept pressing the issue 
of whether we shouldn’t embark on a planetary program.” 

NASA also listed other areas of space activities that were candidates for 
acceleration; Shapley suggests that between the items that NASA suggested 
and those coming from Seaborg regarding nuclear propulsion for space and 
from DOD with respect to solid-fueled boosters, the result was “a whole 
smorgasbord.” Part of that “smorgasbord” was setting as a goal of creating 
as soon as possible an operational meteorological satellite system. Such an 
initiative had been under study within the government and by a President’s 
Science Advisory Committee (PSAC) panel in the previous weeks. The 
panel was headed by Princeton professor John Tukey; it had concluded that 
“the usefulness of a meteorological system operating on a continuing basis 
is unquestionable.” Such a system, Wiesner a few days later noted, would 
“assure to the U.S. the advantages of U.S. leadership in this important peace- 
ful use of outer space and provide opportunities for a significant interna- 
tional cooperative program.” Another initiative approved by the group was 
the creation of an operational communications satellite system, which was 
listed in a May 5 background paper, apparently prepared by Willis Shapley, 
as a “first” with “continuing prestige impact.” Such a system could be avail- 
able in about twenty months, suggested the paper, “provided the program is 
directly pushed by the Government, takes full benefit of private commercial 
developments, and gives priority to time rather than economic factors.”® 

An important reason for Robert McNamara’s desire to have a large civil- 
ian space program was that it would help him resist Air Force demands for 
an increase in its space activities. McNamara, aware of the bullish recom- 
mendations contained in the Gardner Committee report, believed that the 
Air Force was “out of control,” and that, if NASA was carrying out a large 
program with heavy involvement of the aerospace industry, it would be more 
difficult for the Air Force to get political support from the same firms and 
from the Congress for its space ambitions.° 

The group then reviewed the Department of Defense space effort. The 
only new area suggested for the DOD was the development of large solid- 
fueled rocket motors. The military wanted this capability, Seamans sug- 
gested, “for quick reaction, for strategic purposes.” The DOD thought that 
“the solid motor was going to be the wave of the future, easier to store, 
easier to operate, no need to top off the oxygen as with an Atlas missile.” The 
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Department of Defense wanted to develop a 260-inch diameter solid motor, 
and NASA had limited interest in such an undertaking. There was agreement 
that both liquid-fueled boosters, NASA’s preference, and solid propulsion 
boosters would be pursued in parallel, with the choice of which would be 
used for the lunar landing mission deferred to a future time. The group also 
agreed that work on a nuclear upper stage for a large rocket should be pur- 
sued, but that such a stage was unlikely to be available in time for the initial 
lunar landing attempts. The major role for nuclear propulsion would be later 
missions to the Moon and then future human missions to the planets. 

On late Saturday afternoon, the meeting then turned to how to proceed 
in preparing a report containing the recommendations that had been agreed 
to. The Department of Defense had prepared a draft report, written primar- 
ily by John Rubel. NASA had no similar draft, just a listing of the projects 
it was proposing for acceleration. Robert McNamara suggested using the 
DOD draft as the starting point and then folding in the NASA recommen- 
dations; James Webb agreed to this approach. The meeting then adjourned, 
with Seamans, Rubel, and Shapley designated as a drafting group to prepare 
by Monday morning a report for McNamara’s and Webb’s signatures. 

Webb, in fact, had agreed to use the DOD draft without first reading it. 
When Seamans later on Saturday did read the report, which made the same 
general points as had the April 22 McNamara presentation to the vice presi- 
dent, but in more detail, he was “very troubled.” What bothered Seamans 
was the approach the draft report took to competing with the Soviet Union 
in space. The draft claimed that “the government had allowed industry to 
proliferate to too great an extent,” with the result being a diffuse and inef- 
fective effort. It suggested “winnowing” the existing aerospace firms so that 
only “two or three or four stalwarts” would be allowed to compete for DOD 
and NASA contracts. The argument was that “free enterprise had gone too 
far and the government had to take a stronger role.” In addition, “there 
was a lot of philosophical stuff...about the excellent being the enemy of 
the good.” Seamans, a Republican, was “appalled” by the suggestion that 
the government should “control the industrial complex in a manner that 
certainly would have represented a very major change in policy.” He called 
Webb on Sunday morning, saying, “we’ve got a terrible problem with this 
[DOD] report. I think it would be much better to start all over again.” Webb 
told Seamans that this was not possible, since Webb had already agreed with 
McNamara to use the DOD report as the starting point; he said “it’s up to 
you to work with John Rubel and revise it until you consider it to be satis- 
factory.” Webb was on Sunday immersed in making arrangements for what 
would turn out to be a triumphant visit to Washington the next day by astro- 
naut Alan Shepard and his Mercury astronaut colleagues. 

Seamans, Shapley, and Rubel and some of their staff worked into Saturday 
evening and all day Sunday on the report, adding the NASA material to 
the DOD draft, with Shapley providing budget figures. Seamans told Webb 
on Sunday afternoon that he still was not satisfied with the report’s lan- 
guage, and Webb agreed that he would come to the Pentagon after having 
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dinner with Alan Shepard’s family. Webb appeared sometime after 9:30 
in the evening; between then and 1:00 or 2:00 on Monday morning, in 
what Seamans describes as “one of the great experiences of my life,” Webb 
went through the report with Rubel page by page, negotiating changes in 
language or deletions “clearly to the benefit of the report.” Finally, Webb, 
Seamans, and Rubel agreed that the report was ready for signature and for- 
warding to the vice president. Then Webb waited until the secretaries who 
had been typing the revisions finished their work; he insisted on driving 
the one secretary who did not have a car to her home during a pouring 
rainstorm, even waiting at the woman’s house for a few minutes until the 
rain let up. Seamans describes Webb’s actions as “a remarkable display of a 
Southerner... being gallant.” 

Seamans was back at the Pentagon by 7:30 a.m. to make sure the report 
was in shape for Webb and McNamara’s approval. The two men signed a 
cover letter, and the report was delivered to Vice President Johnson that 
morning. The cover letter said: “Attached to this letter is a report entitled 
‘Recommendations for Our National Space Program: Changes, Policies, 
Goals, dated May 8, 1961. This document represents our joint thinking. We 
recommend that, if you concur with its contents and recommendations, it be 
transmitted to the President for his information and as a basis for early adop- 
tion [and] implementation of the revised and expanded objectives which it 
contains.”” 


Alan Shepard Visits Washington 


On the morning of May 8, Alan Shepard and the six other Mercury astro- 
nauts were flown from Grand Bahama Island, where Shepard had been 
brought after his recovery from his suborbital mission, to Andrews Air Force 
Base outside Washington and then by helicopter to the White House lawn. 
They were met in the Rose Garden by a gathering that included President 
Kennedy and his wife Jacqueline, members of Congress, NASA leaders, and 
others. Awarding the NASA Distinguished Service Medal to Shepard, the 
president said: “how proud we are of him, what satisfaction we take in his 
accomplishment, what a service he has rendered to his country.” He noted 
that “this flight was made out in the open with all the possibilities of failure, 
which would have been damaging to our country’s prestige. Because great 
risks were taken in that regard, it seems to me that we have some right to 
claim that this open society of ours which risked much, gained much.”® 
After the award ceremony, the seven astronauts and others in the gather- 
ing joined President Kennedy in the Oval Office; the group totaled 20 to 
25 people, including Vice President Johnson, the chairs of the Senate and 
House space committees, and several managers from NASA. The astronauts 
sat on couches on either side of the president, who “gushed with questions.” 
He and Shepard discussed how Shepard’s flight had demonstrated the abil- 
ity of a human not only to survive, but also to carry out various functions in 
space; Kennedy seemed well aware of the reservations of his science advisers 
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on this point. Alan Shepard recalls that “everybody certainly was running 
over with confidence at that time because the flight had gone so well and 
we had proved our point...that a man can operate effectively in space.” 
Robert Gilruth, the director of NASA’s Space Task Group that was manag- 
ing Project Mercury, was present. He remembers Kennedy saying, “Look, 
I want to be first.” Gilruth replied: “Well, you’ve got to pick a job that’s so 
difficult, that it’s new, that they’ll [the Soviets] have to start from scratch. 
They can’t just take their old rocket and put another gimmick on it and 
do something we can’t do.” Gilruth added, “it’s got to be something that 
requires a great big rocket, like going to the moon. Going to the moon will 
take a new rocket...and if you want to do that, I think our country could 
probably win because we’d both have to start from scratch.” Kennedy’s reply 
was “I want to go to the Moon.” Gilruth, himself only five years older than 
Kennedy, added that while Kennedy seemed to accept Gilruth’s view, “he 
was a young man; he didn’t have all the wisdom he would have had. If he’d 
been older, he probably would never have done it.” 

After leaving the White House, Shepard was taken by President Kennedy 
to a meeting of the National Association of Broadcasters; this was not on the 
planned schedule for the day, but Shepard’s surprise visit provoked a tumultu- 
ous welcome. After his stopover at the broadcasters’ meeting, Shepard and the 
other astronauts, accompanied by the vice president, paraded up Pennsylvania 
Avenue to the Capitol as thousands, assembling with little advance notice, 
cheered. Shepard suggests that “these two things—the successful dem- 
onstration of man’s capability and the public support of a program which 
immediately became to them a very thrilling, exciting program—affected 
him [President Kennedy] in his decision-making process.” After a “throng- 
packed, pulsing” meeting with members of Congress, the group went to the 
State Department for a luncheon hosted by Vice President Johnson; then 
Shepard held a press conference.? 

As he left the luncheon to go first to the White House and then to the 
airport to catch the plane that would take him to Southeast Asia for two 
weeks, Lyndon Johnson carried a large manila envelope. In it was the Webb- 
McNamara report recommending sending Americans to the Moon. 


“Part of the Battle along the Fluid Front of the Cold War” 


The thirty-page report, classified “Secret,” was titled “Recommendations 
for Our National Space Program: Changes, Policies, Goals.”!° It called for 
an additional $686 million for the space program above the increases that 
President Kennedy had already approved in March; all but $137 million of 
that amount was for NASA. In particular, “to achieve the goal of landing a 
man on the moon and returning him to earth in the latter part of the cur- 
rent decade requires immediate initiation of an accelerated program of space- 
craft development”; the report called for adding $210.5 million dollars for 
developing the Apollo spacecraft. At the time in mid-1960 when it was first 
identified publicly as the project to follow Project Mercury , the objective of 
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Project Apollo had been to support a three-person crew either in Earth orbit 
or on a circumlunar flight; now the Project Apollo was to carry Americans to 
a lunar landing. An additional $112.5 million was requested to allow NASA 
to accelerate development of the large F-1 liquid-fueled rocket engine and 
related facilities; $62 million was requested for DOD to develop a large solid 
propellant rocket motor in parallel to F-1 development. Another $15 million 
was allocated to DOD for a back up to the Centaur upper rocket stage that 
NASA was developing. Other increases included an additional $50 million 
to NASA for communication satellites; $75 million for meteorological satel- 
lites, $22 million of that amount for NASA and $53 million for the Weather 
Bureau; and $30 million for nuclear rocket development, $23 million for 
NASA and $7 million for the Atomic Energy Commission. 

The specifics of what programs would receive additional funding was 
NASA’s primary input into the report; the second section was based on John 
Rubel’s draft material. That section argued that “projects in space may be 
undertaken for any one of four principal reasons.” These included “gain- 
ing scientific knowledge,” “commercial or chiefly civilian value,” “potential 
military value,” and “national prestige.” The report noted that the United 
States was not trailing the Soviet Union in the first three categories, but that 
“the Soviets lead in space spectaculars which bestow great prestige.” The 
central argument of the report was: 


All large scale space projects require the mobilization of resources on a national 
scale. They require the development and successful application of the most 
advanced technologies. They call for skillful management, centralized control 
and unflagging pursuit of long-range goals. Dramatic achievements in space, 
therefore, symbolize the technological power and organizing capacity of a 
nation. 

It is for reasons such as these that major achievements in space contribute 
to national prestige. Major successes, such as orbiting a man as the Soviets 
have just done, lend national prestige even though the scientific, commercial 
or military value of the undertaking may by ordinary standards be marginal or 
economically unjustified. 

The nation needs to make a positive decision to pursue space projects aimed 
at enhancing national prestige. Our attainments are a major element in the 
international competition between the Soviet system and our own. The non- 
military, non-commercial, non-scientific but “civilian” projects such as lunar 
and planetary exploration are, in this sense, part of the battle along the fluid 
front of the Cold War. 


In order to undertake such projects, suggested the report, “what was 
needed were management mechanisms capable of centralized direction and 
control.” It was “particularly vital” that the United States avoid the “error of 
spreading ourselves too thin.” The report analyzed the results of the rapid 
build-up of defense capabilities in the 1950s, suggesting that “we have over- 
encouraged the development of entrepreneurs and the proliferation of new 
enterprises.” While the report did not suggest that the United States should 
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“apply Soviet type restrictions and controls,” it said that “our American 
system can be and must be better utilized in the future.” It added that “we 
must stress performance, not embellishment. We must insist from the top 
down, that, as the Russians say, ‘the better is the enemy of the good.’” 

The final section of the report spelled out the specific new space goals 
that were being recommended. They included the following: 


e “Manned Lunar Exploration”: Webb and McNamara recommended “that 
our National Space Plan include the objective of manned lunar exploration 
before the end of this decade...The orbiting of machines is not the same 
as the orbiting or landing of a man. It is man, not merely machines, that 
captures the imagination of the world.” The report noted that there was 
no information about Soviet plans for a similar program, but suggested 
“even if the Soviets get there first, as they may, and as some think they 
will, it is better for us to get there second than not at all.” 

e “Worldwide Operational Satellite Communication Capability”: Webb and 
McNamara noted that while “advances in technology will make it pos- 
sible to set up an operational satellite-based telecommunications capability 
within a few years,” it was “too early to be sure what kind of capability we 
should create.” Even so, they were “confident that an operational satel- 
lite capability can have far reaching applications and implications for the 
US.” 

e “Worldwide Operational Satellite Weather Prediction System”: Such a sys- 
tem, Webb and McNamara suggested, “would be of great value to people 
in every country, to public and private interests in the U.S., and to our 
military forces.” 

e “Scientific Investigation”: Webb and McNamara suggested that it was 
“essential that the national space sciences program be broad and compre- 
hensive both in content and in participation by the scientific community 
of the world.” 

e “Large Scale Boosters for Potential Military Use”: Webb and McNamara 
noted that while “the military potential and implications” of space tech- 
nology were “largely unknown...without the capacity to place large pay- 
loads reliably into orbit, our nation will not be able to exploit whatever 
military potential unfolds in space.” 


The Webb-McNamara report was necessarily vague with respect to whether 
the Soviet Union was already embarked on a lunar landing program. It noted 
that while the United States was “uncertain of Soviet intentions, plans, or 
status,” the Soviet Union had announced a lunar landing as a “major objec- 
tive of their program” and that the Soviet Union “may have begun to plan 
for such an effort years ago” and “may have undertaken important first steps 
which we have not begun.” The memorandum suggested that Soviet suc- 
cesses in space were the result of “long-range planning” and that the slow 
pace and disappointments in the U.S. space effort “are symptoms of the lack 
of adequate national planning and guidance for the long pull.” It concluded 
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that “even if the Soviets get there [to the Moon] first...it is better for us to 
get there second than not at all... If we fail to accept this challenge it may be 
interpreted as a lack of national vigor and capacity to respond.” These words 
were certain to resonate with President Kennedy. 


“A Great New American Enterprise” 


In his May 8 cover letter transmitting the Webb-McNamara report to the 
president, Vice President Johnson noted that the document revealed “an 
agreement between the two major agencies involved in the space picture and 
points up clearly what they consider should be done and how much funding 
is needed at this time. I am much impressed with the thoroughness and the 
sense of urgency reflected in this document.”!! 


Kennedy Accepts Recommendations 


The recommendations contained in the Webb-McNamara report did not 
stay secret for long. In a story dated May 9, The New York Times, based on 
a leak from Senator Robert Kerr, headlined a page one story: “600 Million 
More Planned to Spur Space Programs.” The story reported in some detail 
the specific recommendations of the report, but did not mention the pro- 
posal to set a lunar landing as a national goal.!” 

By the time President Kennedy met on the morning of May 10 with his 
advisers, including Sorensen, Wiesner, and Bundy; budget officials Bell and 
Staats; Webb and Dryden from NASA; and Welsh from the Space Council, 
to review the Webb-McNamara report, his decision to accept the report’s 
recommendations was almost foreordained. McGeorge Bundy, who was 
somewhat skeptical of the validity of the arguments in support of setting 
the lunar landing goal, suggests that Kennedy “had pretty much made up 
his mind to go” and was not particularly interested in hearing arguments 
to the contrary.!* It was thus at this meeting that Kennedy finalized his 
policy decision to go to the Moon. Kennedy did ask the BOB to carry out 
its normal assessment of the financial and policy implications of his decision 
before committing to the specific programs and budget recommendations 
contained in the report. 

In parallel with Lyndon Johnson’s review of the space program, others 
within the Kennedy administration had been reviewing issues related to the 
defense budget, military assistance programs, foreign aid, civil defense, and 
overseas information programs. Sorensen says that “since space, like these 
other items, obviously did have some bearing upon our status in the world, 
it was decided to combine the results of all those studies with the President’s 
recommendations [on space] in the special message to Congress,” which was 
billed as a second State of the Union Address on “Urgent National Needs.” 
Sorensen checked with the Library of Congress regarding whether past presi- 
dents had addressed a joint session of Congress at times other than the annual 
State of the Union speech, and was told that while President Eisenhower had 
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done so only once in his eight years in office, President Harry Truman had 
made eight such speeches, and President Franklin D. Roosevelt five. There 
was this ample precedent for a second address to Congress less than four 
months after Kennedy had spoken on the State of the Union. The Kennedy 
address was originally scheduled for May 23, but then was postponed for two 
days, until May 25, 1961.'4 

There is some evidence that during the two weeks after Kennedy approved 
the Webb-McNamara memorandum his economic advisers evaluated the 
likely impact of the increased space spending Kennedy would propose. Their 
conclusion was that these expenditures were neither large enough nor prop- 
erly designed to inject enough stimulus into the economy to by themselves 
mitigate the ongoing recession. Walter Heller, chairman of the Council of 
Economic Advisers, and Secretary of Labor Arthur Goldberg proposed that 
Kennedy approve a substantial public works program rather than (or in addi- 
tion to) new space spending. Such a program, they thought, would provide 
the needed stimulus. Kennedy turned down this suggestion; it is reported 
that Heller viewed Kennedy’s decision to spend money on the space pro- 
gram rather than on public works as one of Heller’s worst defeats during the 
Kennedy administration.!° 


Bureau of the Budget Review 


After helping prepare the Webb-McNamara report over the May 6—7 week- 
end, Willis Shapley found himself in charge of carrying out a review of that 
report from the BOB perspective. The draft of the internal BOB review was 
completed on May 18, and BOB director Bell sent it to Secretary of Defense 
McNamara, NASA administrator Webb, and Atomic Energy Commission 
chairman Glenn Seaborg with a request for immediate comments. Welsh 
of the Space Council also received a copy in the absence of Vice President 
Johnson, who was still touring in Asia. The final version of the review was 
dated May 20. 

The review was the kind of thorough “due diligence” assessment that was 
the BOB’s responsibility, pointing out the implications of the decisions being 
proposed and examining potential obstacles to their successful implementa- 
tion. With respect to the magnitude of resources that would be needed, 
the review pointed out that what was being proposed was an increase of 
over $2 billion per year—perhaps even $3 billion per year—over previously 
planned budgets. It recognized that the budget estimates being used were 
subject to upward revision, suggesting that “the funds required by the 
manned lunar landing objective may have been underestimated by as much 
as $200 million in 1962 and perhaps $1 billion per year in future years.” 
What would be needed was “a commitment to a long term-effort and to pro- 
vide the resources it requires. Starts and stops, changes in goals, or failure to 
provide the required level of budgetary support would impair the success of 
the program.” It noted that “the commitment actually extends beyond the 
achievement of the manned lunar landing... By 1967 we will have geared 
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James Webb with Willis H. Shapley (on left), the Bureau of the Budget staff person who played 
a key role in space decisions during the Kennedy administration (NASA photo). 


the nation up to an annual space effort of almost $7 billion per year; it is 
unrealistic to assume that an effort of approximately this level would not 
continue for many years.” 

The draft BOB report pointed out the need to consider “the implica- 
tions of likely and possible outcomes other than complete success” of the 
lunar landing program; interestingly, this discussion was missing from the 
final version. The draft noted that “the magnitude of the effort required for 
the manned lunar landing program is so great and the proposed schedule 
so tight that it will place a major strain on our capabilities in the space and 
related fields.” It also noted that “increases in the space programs of the 
magnitude proposed cannot help having the effect of diverting scientific 
and technical manpower from other areas of national need” and might cause 
“a major and continuing distortion in the utilization of our scientific and 
technical resources which will have detrimental effects in other areas of seri- 
ous national concern.” The commitment to space would “also reduce our 
flexibility as a nation to undertake large scale, all-out efforts in other areas 
not now foreseen which may suddenly appear to be of comparable national 
importance.” 

The review recognized that using 1967 as the internal planning date for the 
first lunar landing would “necessitate a rapid build-up,” but recommended 
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that this planning date be maintained. With respect to making the target 
date publicly known, the BOB recommendation was to “make a major effort 
to avoid any public commitment to [a] specific target date.”!° 

Whether President Kennedy or his closest advisers read the BOB analysis 
cannot be known with certainty. If they did read it, they would have had the 
benefit of a comprehensive and thoughtful analysis of the implications of the 
decisions that Kennedy was about to announce. 


How Much Would Landing on the Moon Cost? 


The BOB review did not attempt to assign a cost to the overall Apollo proj- 
ect through the planned first landing. In preparing NASA administrator 
Webb for possible questions at the press briefing planned to follow President 
Kennedy’s May 25 speech, NASA’s public affairs chief Bill Lloyd suggested 
that the answer to the questions “What is your best estimate? How many 
billions of dollars would the lunar landing program cost?” should be “our 
best guess is in the neighborhood of $20 billion.”!” The origins of this $20 
billion figure apparently lie with James Webb. Robert Seamans reports that 
the NASA staff estimate for the additional cost of the lunar landing program 
above what had been previously planned was in the range of $10 to $12 
billion; Hugh Dryden had used an $11.4 billion increment in his April 22 
presentation to Vice President Johnson. According to Seamans, “Jim Webb 
put an ‘administrator’s discount’ on our ability to predict costs precisely.” 
Lambright suggests that Webb’s administrative discount applied both to 
announcing a date for the first landing attempt and for a precise cost of the 
project. With respect to the landing date, Webb wanted “a margin of flex- 
ibility weighted against what the technical experts thought was possible, just 
in case something went wrong. He did not want the prestige of the nation 
(much less his own reputation) resting on an overly optimistic deadline.” 
With respect to the projected costs, the $10 to $12 billion estimate “looked 
much too low to Webb. Because no one could anticipate all the contingen- 
cies, he enlarged the figure NASA sent Kennedy to $20 billion for the first 
lunar journey.” There are stories, apparently apocryphal, that Webb doubled 
the Apollo cost estimate during a ten-minute car ride from NASA headquar- 
ters to Capitol Hill; Seamans’s account suggest that there was substantially 
more thought given to the cost estimate than such stories would suggest.!® 


James Webb Has His Own Agenda 


As Lambright notes in his biography of James Webb, “while the decision 
to go to the moon was unfolding, a separate decision process—mainly in 
Webb’s own mind—was unfolding. This was the personal agenda Webb had 
brought to NASA—“a mission to use science and technology...to strengthen 
the United States educationally and economically.” Webb’s objective was to 
maximize the benefits of an accelerated space program for Earth in terms of 
research, education, and regional economic development. Walter McDougall 
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in his award-winning book... the Heavens and the Earth described the total- 
ity of Webb’s vision as “Space Age America,” a term that indeed Webb some- 
times used.!? 

While the final review of the accelerated program was underway in the 
White House, Webb was consulting with his colleagues outside the gov- 
ernment and those whose support he thought might be important to the 
public acceptance of the new effort. For example, on May 15, he wrote 
to Vannevar Bush at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology; Webb 
had known Bush since his time in Harry Truman’s BOB. Bush had been 
President Roosevelt’s top technical advisor during World War IJ and his 
report Science, the Endless Frontier had laid the foundation for postwar 
government support of science.?? Webb told Bush that he regretted that 
the two “find ourselves on somewhat different sides of the complex ques- 
tion of manned space flight”; they earlier in May had had a confrontation 
at a Washington social function over the value of humans in space. Webb 
noted that “no one could have ridden down Pennsylvania Avenue with 
Commander Shepard without feeling the deep desire of those lining the 
Avenue for something to be proud of and a hero. At the moment I believe 
this feeling is somewhat expanded to include a desire for a real effort in the 
space field.” Webb assured Bush that “in the programs that are now under- 
way and which will shortly be put forward, I expect to do all that I can to 
build up the university research, teaching, and graduate and post-graduate 
quality and quantity of education...If we do not find ways to make the 
major program carry a burden in each of these fields, we simply are not 
going to meet the challenge of our times.”7! 

The most sweeping version of Webb’s vision can be found in a May 23 
memorandum he prepared for the vice president as Johnson returned from 
his Asian trip. Webb told him that Houston Congressman Albert Thomas 


has made it very clear that he and [Houston construction magnate and 
Johnson campaign contributor] George Brown were extremely interested in 
having Rice University make a real contribution to the effort, particularly in 
view of the fact that some research funds were now being spent at Rice, that 
the resources of Rice had increased substantially, and that some 3,000 acres 
of land had been set aside by Rice for an important research installation. On 
investigation, I find that we are going to have to establish some place where 
we can do the technology related to the Apollo program, and this should be 
on the water where the vehicle can ultimately be barged to the launching site. 
Therefore we have looked carefully at the situation at Rice, and at the possible 
locations near the Houston Ship Canal or other accessible waterways in that 
general area. George Brown has been extremely helpful in doing this. 


In essence, Webb was preempting the decision on where to relocate the 
Space Task Group as it took on the lunar landing assignment, even though 
the process through which that decision would be formalized extended for 
four more months. But Webb did not stop with Houston; he now broadened 
his horizon to the whole region. His vision of using centers of excellence in 
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areas like Oklahoma, Missouri, and Texas to spur regional development had 
been developed during his years working for Robert Kerr in Oklahoma. In 
January 1956, Webb in a letter to his former boss, President Harry Truman, 
had laid out his concept of using an Oklahoma-based “Frontiers of Science 
Foundation” to stimulate science, technology, and industry in that state and 
beyond.” Now he told Johnson: 


No commitments have been made, but I believe it is going to be of great 
importance to develop the intellectual and other resources of the Southwest 
in connection with the new programs the Government is undertaking. Texas 
offers an unusual opportunity at this time due to the fact that [long-time 
Webb friend and chairman of the National Academy Space Science Board] Dr. 
Lloyd Berkner...is establishing a Graduate Research Center in Dallas with the 
backing of Eric Johnston, Cecil Green, and others in that area (estimated at 
about one hundred million dollars) and in view of the fact that Senator Kerr 
and those interested with him in the Arkansas, White, and Red River System 
have now pushed it to the point that it is opening up the whole area related 
to Arkansas, Oklahoma, and in many ways helping to provide a development 
potential for Mississippi. If it were possible to get a combination where out- 
in-front theoretical research done by Berkner and his group around Dallas in 
such a way to strengthen all the universities in the area, and if at the same time 
a strong engineering and technical center could be established near the water 
near Houston and perhaps in conjunction with Rice University, these two 
strong centers would provide a great impetus to the intellectual and industrial 
base of this whole region. 


Webb was still not done. He related his vision for Southwest regional 
development to the nation as a whole. Developing a strong technical compe- 
tence in the Southwest 


would permit us to think of the country as having a complex in California 
running from San Francisco down through the new University of California 
installation in San Diego, another center around Chicago with the University 
of Chicago as a pivot, a strong Northeastern arrangement with Harvard, 
M.LT., and like institutions participating. Some work in the southeast perhaps 
revolving around the research triangle in North Carolina (in which Charlie 
Jonas as the ranking minority on Thomas’s Appropriations Subcommittee 
would have an interest), and with the Southwestern complex rounding out 
the situation.”? 


This “grand mix of noble vision and pork-barrel politics”?+ went well 
beyond anything that President Kennedy had in mind as he approved an 
accelerated space program, primarily as a foreign policy response to Soviet 
space successes and their political impacts. But the space program buildup 
over the next few years that resulted from Kennedy’s decision allowed Webb 
the room needed to put his agenda into practice, and Webb, a New Deal 
Democrat, had little hesitation in using his position at NASA to implement 
his vision of an improved America. 
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“Before This Decade is Out” 


Preparation of Kennedy’s message to Congress began in mid-May; the sec- 
tion on accelerating the space program was first drafted by the BOB’s Willis 
Shapley; NASA, DOD, AEC, and the Space Council provided their comments. 
The overall theme of the speech was the need for U.S. citizens to make sacri- 
fices to meet the challenges facing the country and to insure the U.S. position 
as the leading power in the world by addressing “urgent national needs,” the 
title given to the address. After Kennedy received messages from Moscow 
suggesting that he was likely to encounter a belligerent Nikita Khrushchev 
in their meeting in Vienna, the speech was “quickly redrafted” and “the 
language toughened to signal his [Kennedy’s] resolve to Khrushchevy.””> 

On May 25, in a nationally televised address,”° President John F. Kennedy 
told the assembled lawmakers that “these are extraordinary times. And we 
face an extraordinary challenge. Our strength as well as our convictions have 
imposed on this nation the role of leader in freedom’s cause.” He noted that 
“there is no simple policy that meets this challenge.” But “there is much 
we can do—and must do. The proposals I bring before you are numerous 
and varied. They arise from the host of special opportunities and dangers 
which have become increasingly clear in recent months.” Then the presi- 
dent turned to his specific proposals, which included measures to continue 
economic recovery from the recession the new administration had inherited; 
measures to help developing nations make economic and social progress; 
cooperation in terms of military alliances and military assistance to U.S. 
allies; an enhanced overseas information program; an additional build-up of 
U.S. military power beyond what Kennedy had requested just two months 
earlier; a strengthened civil defense program; and an increased emphasis 
on disarmament negotiations. All of these initiatives, Kennedy said, would 
involve substantial costs. Echoing his inaugural address call to “ask not 
what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country,” 
Kennedy argued that “our greatest asset in this struggle is the American 
people—their willingness to pay the price for these programs—to under- 
stand and accept a long struggle.” He warned that “this Nation is engaged 
in a long and exacting test of the future of freedom.” 

After listing all of the other areas he was recommending for new action, 
the president turned last to space. As he did, he deviated from his pre- 
pared text to emphasize the sacrifices involved and the commitment he was 
requesting; Sorensen says that this departure from the text was “the only 
time I can recall his doing so in a formal address.””” Kennedy’s words as they 
deviated from the prepared text are indicated in bold italics below. Kennedy 
also skipped a few portions of the prepared text or deleted passages by hand. 
These deletions from the prepared text are in brackets: 


Finally, if we are to win the battle for men’s minds, the dramatic achievements 
in space which occurred in recent weeks should have made clear to us all 
as did Sputnik in 1957, the impact of this adventure on the minds of men 
everywhere who are attempting to make a determination of which road they 
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should take. Since early in my term, our efforts in space have been under review. 
With the advice of the Vice President, who is Chairman of the National 
Space Council, we have examined where we are strong and where we are not, 
where we may succeed and where we may not. Now it is time to take longer 
strides—time for a great new American enterprise—time for this nation to 
take a clearly leading role in space achievement, which in many ways may hold 
the key to our future on earth. 

I believe we possess all the resources and all the talents necessary. But the 
facts of the matter are that we have never made the national decisions or mar- 
shaled the national resources required for such leadership. We have never spec- 
ified long-range goals on an urgent time schedule, or managed our resources 
and our time so as to insure their fulfillment. 

Recognizing the head start obtained by the Soviets with their large rocket 
engines, which gives them many months of lead-time, and recognizing the 
likelihood that they will exploit this lead for some time to come in still more 
impressive successes, we nevertheless are required to make new efforts on our 
own. For while we cannot guarantee that we shall one day be first, we can 
guarantee that any failure to make this effort will make [find] us last. 

We take an additional risk by making it in full view of the world—but as 
shown by the feat of astronaut Shepard, this very risk enhances our stature 
when we are successful. But this is not merely a race. Space is open to us now; 
and our eagerness to share its meaning is not governed by the efforts of others. 
We go into space because whatever mankind must undertake, free men must 
fully share. 

I therefore ask the Congress, above and beyond the increases I have earlier 
requested for space activities, to provide the funds which are needed to meet 
the following national goals: 

I believe that this nation should commit itself to achieving the goal, before 
this decade is out, of landing a man on the moon and returning him safely 
to earth. No single space project in this period will be more [exciting or] 
impressive to mankind or more important for the long-range exploration of 
space; and none will be so difficult or expensive to accomplish. [Including 
the necessary supporting research, this objective will require an additional 
$531 million this year and still higher sums in the future.] We propose to 
accelerate the development of the appropriate lunar spacecraft. We propose to 
develop alternate liquid and solid fueled boosters much larger than any now 
being developed, until certain which is superior. We propose additional funds 
for other engine development and for unmanned explorations—explorations 
which are particularly important for one purpose which this nation will never 
overlook: the survival of the man who first makes this daring flight. But in a 
very real sense, it will not be one man going to the moon—it will be an entire 
nation. For all of us must work to put him there. 


Let it be clear—and this is a judgment which the Members of Congress must 
finally make. Let it be clear that I am asking the Congress and the country 
to accept a firm commitment to a new course of action—a course which will 
last for many years and carry very heavy costs, 531 million dollars in fiscal 
1962—an estimated $7—9 billion additional over the next five years. If we are 
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[were] to go only halfway, or reduce our sights in the face of difficulty, in my 
judgment it would be better not to go at all. 

Now this is a choice which this country must make, and I am confident 
that under the leadership of the Space Committees of the Congress, and the 
Appropriating Committees, that you will consider the matter carefully. 

It is a most important decision that we make as a nation. But all of you 
have lived through the last four years and have seen the significance of space 
and the adventures in space, and no one can predict with certainty what the 
ultimate meaning will be of the mastery of space. 

I believe we should go to the moon. But I think every citizen of this country 
as well as the Members of Congress should consider the matter carefully in 
making their judgment, to which we have given attention over many weeks 
and months, because it is a heavy burden, and there is no sense in agreeing or 
desiring that the United States take an affirmative position in outer space, 
unless we are prepared to do the work and bear the burdens to make it success- 
ful. If we are not, we should decide today and this year. 

[Let me stress that more money alone will not do the job.] This decision 
demands a major national commitment of scientific and technical manpower, 
material and facilities, and the possibility of their diversion from other impor- 
tant activities where they are already thinly spread. It means a degree of dedi- 
cation, organization and discipline which have not always characterized our 
research and development efforts. It means we cannot afford work stoppages, 
inflated costs of material or talent, wasteful interagency rivalries, or a high 
turnover of key personnel. 

New objectives and new money cannot solve these problems. They could, 
in fact, aggravate them further—unless every scientist, every engineer, every 
serviceman, every technician, contractor, and civil servant involved gives his 
pledge that this nation will move forward, with the full speed of freedom, in 
the exciting adventure of space.?® 


Sitting near the rostrum as Kennedy delivered his speech, Sorensen 
“thought the President looked strained in his effort to win them over.” 
Kennedy apparently had sensed that some in the Congressional audience 
were “skeptical, if not hostile, and that his request was being received with 
stunned doubt and disbelief”; this likely led to his decision to deviate from 
his prepared text to try to convince the congressmen of the need for what 
he was proposing, and to skip a few passages toward the end of his address. 
Returning to the White House, Kennedy remarked to Sorensen that “the 
routine applause with which the Congress greeted” his proposal for a national 
commitment to go to the Moon had struck him as “less than enthusiastic.”?? 
Indeed, during the speech the Senate and House Republican leaders “took 
notes, inspected their fingernails, brushed their hair back and joined in the 
almost complete Republican silence.”*° 

The New York Times the next morning had a banner headline saying 
“Kennedy Asks $1.8 Billion This Year to Accelerate Space Exploration, Add 
Foreign Aid, Bolster Defense” and also “Moon Trip Urged.” The news- 
paper reported that “Members of Congress embraced with some warmth 
today the objectives outlined in President Kennedy’s speech, but shied at 
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providing all the funds to meet them,” and that “some fears were expressed 
by Democratic liberals, however, that the huge spending in the effort to 
reach the moon...might divert funds from programs such as aid to the 
aged.” The Times editorialized that “there is an element of ‘race’ involved 
cannot be denied, but that is only secondary to the main purpose” and that 
“it is in the spirit of free men, and the cherished traditions of our people, to 
accept the challenge and meet it with all our resources, material, intellectual 
and spiritual.” The editorial thought that “the majority of our people will 
agree” with the lunar landing goal.*! 

Kennedy need not have worried about congressional, and particularly 
Senate, support of the accelerated space effort he had proposed. Lyndon 
Johnson’s earlier consultations with congressional leaders had helped lay 
the foundation for strong bipartisan support of the initiative. The Senate 
on June 28 took up a House authorization bill passed the day before the 
May 25 speech, and amended it to include the full $1.784 billion for NASA 
that White House had requested for Fiscal Year 1962; the bill passed with- 
out even the formality of a roll-call vote. The House of Representatives 
agreed to this increase in a conference committee, and the authorization 
bill passed the House on July 20 by a 354 to 59 vote. The appropriations 
bill containing NASA funds had a similarly easy ride through Congress; it 
passed both houses on August 7 and contained a $1,671,750,000 NASA 
appropriation for Fiscal 1962, only $113 million less than Kennedy had 
requested.*” This amount represented an 89 percent increase over the pre- 
vious year’s NASA budget, the last one enacted during the Eisenhower 
administration. 

Kennedy’s speech called for sending Americans to the Moon “before the 
decade is out.” There is some uncertainty on how the decision was made to 
use this phrase, rather than the 1967 date for the first landing attempt that 
was being used in NASA’s internal planning. The May 8 Webb-McNamara 
report had suggested an “end of the decade” target for the first lunar landing. 
The BOB review of the Webb-McNamara memorandum had suggested that 
there should be “a major effort to avoid any public commitment to a specific 
target date.” Robert Seamans reports that the first draft of Kennedy’s speech 
“called for a lunar landing by 1967” and that NASA was “aghast” at speci- 
fying a particular year. He says that James Webb “called Ted Sorensen and 
convinced him, and later the President, that the stated goal should be by the 
end of the decade.” Sorensen, by contrast, says that Kennedy’s “self-imposed 
deadline, ‘this decade,’ was chosen and inserted by JFK himself to exert 
pressure on NASA. The phrase deliberately left some flexibility—it could 
mean within the decade of the sixties, or within the next ten years.”*? A 
“within the next ten years” interpretation was never acknowledged; “before 
this decade is out” was universally seen as setting a target of the end of 1969 
(or, for some, before the end of 1970) for the initial lunar landing. Indeed, as 
the Apollo program gained momentum, John Kennedy pushed for a landing 
as soon as possible, in 1967 or even late 1966. 
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The Race Begins 


In the six months between December 1960 and May 1961, the status of 
the U.S. civilian space program was elevated from a scientifically oriented 
effort with an uncertain future for human space flight to a key instrument 
of national strategy. This shift was the end result of a process in which many 
factors were involved. The change in administrations was clearly vital. In 
addition to putting a new president and his advisers into the White House 
with a clearly different set of values and objectives than their predecessors, 
the new administration meant new leadership for NASA. NASA planners 
convinced James Webb, who probably needed little convincing, that human 
space flight was key to the agency’s future, and Webb became an effective 
advocate of NASA’s interests. The support of the Space Science Board helped 
allay some of the scientific criticism that the human space flight program 
had little scientific value. The success of Alan Shepard’s flight demonstrated 
both human capability to survive and function in space and the great public 
enthusiasm for human space flight. The ability of NASA to withstand an Air 
Force and industry challenge to its role as the nation’s primary space agency 
strengthened NASA’s claim that it could undertake new, ambitious mis- 
sions. Lyndon Johnson’s personal conviction about the strategic importance 
of space, coupled with his assignment as head of the Space Council, placed 
a forceful advocate of a larger space effort at the side of the president. The 
consistent call from the Congress, particularly from the House Committee 
on Science and Astronautics, loosened one constraint on the president’s free- 
dom to choose a bold course of action. The flight of Yuri Gagarin and the 
world’s reaction to it provided a strong impetus to make space decisions 
quickly; the Bay of Pigs added to that pressure. 

Walter McDougall suggests that “how this change occurred in so short a 
time is not a mystery,” but rather an “overdetermined event.” 


New men arrived and brought with them those ideas of the “seed time” of 
the 1950s. Among those ideas were the notions that the Third World was 
the main theater of the Cold War and that in that contest prestige was as 
important as power. Their ideas validated a far greater role for government 
in planning and executing social change. The new men also cared more for 
imagery and felt increasing pressure to display their control over affairs in the 
wake of early setbacks in foreign policy. Finally, each of the major figures in 
space policy—Kennedy, Johnson, Webb, Dryden, McNamara, Welsh, Kerr, 
and others—saw ways in which an accelerated space program could help them 
solve problems in their own shop or serve their own interests... They were 
technocratic, applying command technology to political problems. 


wk KK 
We will probably never know precisely what was in Kennedy’s mind when he 


decided that Americans should go to the moon. What may have tipped the 
balance for him and for many was the spinal chill attending the thought of 
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leaving the moon to the Soviets. Perhaps Apollo could not be justified, but, by 
God, we could not not do it.*4 


All of these factors converged on the White House and particularly on 
John F. Kennedy. In the weeks between the Gagarin flight and his May 25 
speech, Kennedy had “fired off” to his advisers “a constant stream of written 
questions...on costs, risks, manpower, alternatives, and administrative 
responsibility. He had heard from hundreds of individuals in the process of 
making his decision—scientists, engineers, experts of all kind—and became 
convinced that the United States must not remain second in this race.” From 
“a tentative premise” in the aftermath of the Gagarin flight there emerged 
in Kennedy’s thinking a “firm conclusion” about the importance of space 
achievement, but “only after it had been carefully studied, the estimated 
costs calculated, the risks weighed, and the responsibilities allocated.” 
Robert Kennedy commented that his brother thought that winning the 
space race was “very important. As he used to say, it compared to the explor- 
ers in our country, Lewis and Clark... He thought we needed to do it for our 
position throughout the world, that our efforts should be for excellence and 
that we should do whatever was necessary.”°° Willis Shapley, the longtime 
staff person from the BOB who was directly involved in the decision process, 
suggests that “after having been through quite a few major decisions, there 
was never a major decision like this made with the same degree of eyes-open, 
knowing-what-you’re getting-in-for” character.*” President Kennedy, at first 
uncertain but finally convinced that the United States should accept the 
Soviet challenge in space, decided that “whatever mankind must undertake, 
free men must fully share.” 


Chapter 8 
First Steps on the Way to the Moon 


il anticipation of President Kennedy’s decision to approve a lunar landing 
project as a top priority national undertaking, NASA on May 2, 1961, had 
begun in earnest to examine just what would be required to carry out the 
president’s mandate. That examination revealed the immense dimensions of 
the task. New facilities would be needed, new approaches to space flight 
would be required, and new hardware would have to be developed. In his 
book Digital Apollo, David Mindell observes: “For the first couple of years 
the Apollo project was largely undefined, the money flowed freely, and the 
nerve-racking deadlines seemed far in the future.”’ This was certainly not 
the perception of those directly involved with the mobilization of human 
and financial resources required to carry out the lunar landing project. The 
second half of 1961 and most of 1962 were marked by a rapid series of 
decisions. To many of those in the White House and NASA concerned with 
attempting to meet the late 1967 target date that NASA had set for the first 
attempt at a lunar landing, there was a sense of urgency in getting a fast 
start on the needed buildup of people, facilities, and hardware; to them, 
“nerve-racking deadlines” were a daily reality. 

Between the final Eisenhower budget request that went to the Congress in 
January 1961 and the Fiscal Year 1964 request that President Kennedy sent 
to Congress in January 1963, the NASA budget grew from $1.1 billion to 
$5.7 billion, an increase of over 400 percent in just two years. NASA in 1961 
and 1962 chose the locations for the facilities that would be required for the 
lunar landing mission, selected and contracted for the launch vehicles and 
spacecraft to carry out the mission, and decided on the technical approach 
to landing on the Moon, this last decision resulting in an intense conflict 
with the White House science advisers. NASA reorganized itself for the task 
of managing Project Apollo while carrying out Project Mercury and get- 
ting started on an intermediate human space flight effort, Project Gemini. 
The NASA workforce increased from the 10,200 civil servants as John F. 
Kennedy came into the White House to 23,700 at the end of 1962; the total 
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would ultimately increase to 34,500 by the end of 1965. The associated 
contractor workforce grew at an even more rapid rate. At the end of 1960, 
it totaled 36,500; two years later, it was 115,000, and by the end of 1965, 
it was 376,700.” This was truly an unprecedented warlike, albeit peaceful, 
mobilization of national resources. 

President Kennedy and his White House associates viewed this rapid 
buildup with mixed emotions. On one hand, Kennedy made it very clear 
that getting to the Moon before the Soviet Union was one of his top policy 
priorities, and by the end of 1962 appeared willing to provide even more 
resources to NASA if doing so would increase the chances of achieving that 
objective. While Kennedy focused his interest on the lunar landing program, 
NASA argued that across-the-board preeminence—a clearly leading position 
in all areas of space activity—was the fundamental goal, and the lunar land- 
ing only the most visible element of achieving it. 

On the other hand, the budget projections that had accompanied 
Kennedy’s May 1961 decision to go to the Moon and to accelerate the other 
elements of the NASA program were admittedly highly uncertain, and the 
Bureau of the Budget (BOB) had warned Kennedy that the decisions he was 
making would lead to a very expensive space effort in the coming years. In 
his desire to get the country on the path to space leadership, Kennedy seem- 
ingly did not pay very much attention to that warning. Theodore Sorensen 
comments that although JFK was a “fiscal tightwad,” at the time of the 
lunar landing decision “ I’m sure he had no idea what the whole effort was 
going to cost.”? Kennedy soon became concerned about the space program’s 
rapidly growing costs, and this concern intensified during 1962 as the full 
scope of the lunar landing effort became clearer. Kennedy pressed his staff 
to make sure that the related costs were fully justified. Even so, at the end of 
1962 Kennedy’s determination to win the race to the Moon remained firm; 
his desire to be first in space justified in his mind the high costs of achieving 
that position. 


White House Oversight of NASA 


One impact of his decision to send Americans to the Moon “before this 
decade is out” was to make the progress of the space program of direct 
personal interest to President Kennedy. As he planned for his presidency, 
Kennedy could not have anticipated making such a decision within four 
months of taking office, and thus he had been willing to delegate to Vice 
President Lyndon B. Johnson the administration’s lead role in space policy, 
and to symbolize that role by making the vice president the chairman of a 
revitalized National Aeronautics and Space Council. When asked whether 
President Kennedy would have assigned such an apparently central role with 
respect to space to the vice president if he had realized how significant space 
efforts would become in the months immediately after his inauguration, 
Theodore Sorensen in 2009 responded, with a note of skepticism, “that’s 
a very interesting and thoughtful question, to which I don’t know the 
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answer ...I think, being very frank about it, that at the time he gave Johnson 
the chairmanship of the Space Council it was not a position that was among 
the highest priorities he faced, or among those that most interested him.”* 


The Diminishing Role of LBJ and the Space Council 


On April 20, 1961, President Kennedy asked Johnson, as chairman of the 
Space Council, to carry out a survey of the status of the space program. 
Johnson did indeed take charge of the review, but on a highly personal 
basis. There were no formal meetings of the National Aeronautics and Space 
Council before Johnson forwarded the May 8 Webb-McNamara recommen- 
dations to Kennedy with his endorsement, and in the April-May 1961 time 
period, there was only one Space Council staff person, executive secretary 
Edward Welsh. 

Kennedy made the final decision to approve the recommendations of the 
Webb-McNamara report and to announce them before a joint session of 
Congress while the vice president, at Kennedy’s request, was traveling in 
Asia. The absence of Johnson during this critical period was symbolic of his 
declining role after May 1961 as the first among equals with respect to advis- 
ing the president on NASA’s programs. It is very likely that Johnson’s urg- 
ing Kennedy to approve a major acceleration of the civilian space program 
was an important influence on JFK’s decision to go to the Moon. However, 
once Kennedy had made the basic decision, he relied primarily on his White 
House policy, technical, national security, and budgetary staff and on the 
NASA leadership to provide him information on the implementation of that 
decision and to relay his concerns and decisions to the NASA workforce. 
Kennedy soon realized that what he was likely to get from Johnson and the 
Space Council staff was unquestioning advocacy for a strong space effort, 
not the kind of dispassionate analysis that he most welcomed. Science adviser 
Jerome Wiesner and his staff and David Bell and his BOB staff thought it was 
their role, whatever their personal views, to raise questions about the choices 
NASA was making with respect to various aspects of the space effort. The 
predictability of the positions that Lyndon Johnson and the Space Council 
staff would take on most space issues limited their influence on Kennedy’s 
policy choices. 

Thus—with one important exception, developing during 1961 the 
administration’s approach to bring communications satellites into early prac- 
tical use—the Space Council as a body was not central to any of the civilian 
space decisions of the Kennedy administration. James Webb characterized 
the council’s role as different from “the popular image that the president 
had turned everything over to the vice president” with respect to space; that 
was “simply ...not true.” Rather, Kennedy “wanted to control the agenda of 
the council” and did not want “to abandon the normal budgetary process 
by having the Space Council make the space budget.” On the other hand, 
Kennedy was “very happy” to have Johnson “to take the lead in talking about 
things and making speeches and participating actively in carrying out things 
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that the president decided he wanted.” Johnson may have wanted “different 
instructions” from Kennedy about his responsibilities for the space program, 
but in practice Webb “never saw him go beyond what Kennedy had indicated 
he wanted done.”® 

In his role as chairman of the Space Council, Vice President Lyndon 
Johnson “appeared to take his duties seriously, even if his responsibilities 
were only advisory and minimal.” Johnson had originally hoped that the 
budget for the Space Council staff would be $1 million; “the bigger the 
budget, the bigger empire Johnson could build.” But Congress, sensing 
“that Johnson’s role in the space effort was not a significant one,” cut the 
budget request in half; this left Johnson “bitter and hurt.” Even so, by the 
end of 1962, the council staff had grown to twelve professional staff mem- 
bers, several consultants, and a large support staff; the total staff complement 
was twenty-eight. This made the council a sizeable element of the execu- 
tive office of the president, comparable in size to the Office of Science and 
Technology, which had been created in 1962 to give an organizational foun- 
dation for Kennedy’s science adviser Jerome Wiesner and which dealt with all 
other areas of science and technology. The Space Council budget during the 
Kennedy administration grew to just over $500,000 per year.® 

The main role of the council during the Kennedy administration “was to 
keep a dialogue going between the people responsible for the military, peace- 
ful and diplomatic uses of space...If there was a dispute between any of the 
Council members and between their agencies, Johnson was to umpire that 
dispute.” Johnson and the council staff in practice seldom intervened in dis- 
putes between operating agencies, especially NASA and the Department of 
Defense (DOD). In addition to this mediating role, Johnson saw the Space 
Council as a vehicle for explaining to the American public the importance of 
the U.S. effort in space; he suggested to Welsh that the council should enlist 
“the cooperation of the various agencies to produce a series of comprehen- 
sive reports to inform the public upon the actualities of the space program.” 
When Welsh responded, suggesting a series of “Vice President’s Reports on 
Space,” Johnson’s reaction was “I sure like that. Get on it.” There were 
fourteen formal meetings of the Space Council during the Kennedy admin- 
istration, but most were devoted to discussion of already-decided activities, 
rather than to formulating recommendations for presidential decision or 
for settling disagreements. During 1962 and early 1963, the council staff 
devoted a great deal of time and effort to drafting a statement of national 
space policy, but this initiative was abandoned when both NASA and the 
Department of Defense opposed issuing such a statement. 

In the fall of 1961 Johnson toured a number of space installations, “trying 
to seek out problems and to boost morale.” Johnson had been advised by 
his press secretary George Reedy that such a tour “would attract tremen- 
dous attention” and “provide a natural basis for a series of reports which 
would be extremely helpful in informing the public and clarifying the pro- 
gram.” Johnson frequently gave speeches prepared by the Space Council 
staff on space issues and allowed staff-prepared articles to appear under his 
name in various publications. At White House breakfasts before presidential 


FIRST STEPS ON THE WAY TO THE MOON 123 





Chairman of the National Aeronautics and Space Council Lyndon Johnson (seated) listens 
to a space program briefing. Standing are (left) Space Council member and chairman of the 
Atomic Energy Commission Glenn Seaborg and (right) Space Council executive secretary 
Edward C. Welsh (NASA photo). 


press conferences, Johnson came prepared with responses to potential press 
questions. The vice president was eager to associate himself with the public 
attention given to the Mercury astronauts; these occasions “were important 
to him because they were almost the only times he received national attention 


124 JOHN F. KENNEDY AND THE RACE TO THE MOON 


and he wanted to keep his name before the public.”” As Johnson biographer 
Merle Miller suggests, “the Space Council chairmanship was...only briefly 
satisfying for Lyndon. Once the present program had been evaluated, new 
directives issued and the revised program set in motion, there was little for 
him to do.”8 

Kennedy’s approach to governance placed heavy responsibility on the line 
officials in charge of the executive agencies of government; in the case of 
space, that meant that Kennedy delegated most decision-making author- 
ity for the civilian space program to NASA administrator James Webb, and 
backed Webb up when Webb’s choices were challenged by JFK’s White 
House advisers. As a veteran of Washington bureaucratic politics and as the 
head of an agency newly charged with an effort that was a top presidential 
priority, administrator Webb was insistent on having direct access to the 
president. Webb was scrupulous in keeping Johnson informed, but he made 
it clear that he worked for the president, not the vice president. This also 
left little room for the vice president and the Space Council staff to play a 
central role in most of the decisions on how best to move forward in sending 
Americans to the Moon. 


The Role of White House Staff 


The burden of White House oversight of NASA and its plans for implement- 
ing the lunar landing program and the other activities that were part of the 
accelerated space effort thus fell on various members of the White House 
staff and those career bureaucrats supporting them.’ Although most of those 
individuals have been mentioned previously, it may be useful to depict the 
structure of White House decision-making for space before discussing the 
specific actions taken during the June 1961 to December 1962 period. 

The recommendation that President Kennedy approved in accelerating 
the U.S. space program suggested that the prestige associated with space 
achievements was “part of the battle along the fluid front of the Cold War.” 
Kennedy defined the lunar landing program primarily as a national security 
effort, and that meant that his special assistant for national security affairs, 
McGeorge Bundy, played an increasingly important role in space policy 
discussions between 196] and 1963. Bundy’s deputy, Harvard economist 
Carl Kaysen, and National Security Council career staff member Charles 
E. Johnson played key roles in supporting Bundy on space issues; Kaysen also 
had a direct personal relationship with the president, particularly on arms 
control issues, and on occasion reported directly to Kennedy rather than 
through Bundy. On technical issues, Kennedy relied on his special assis- 
tant for science and technology, Jerome Wiesner, and various panels of the 
President’s Science Advisory Committee (PSAC). From the start of 1962, 
Wiesner’s principal staff assistant on space matters was Nicholas Golovin, 
a physicist who had left NASA at the end of 1961 on less than harmonious 
terms. Another of Wiesner’s staffers, Eugene Skolnikoff, dealt with the inter- 
national aspects of the space effort. In August 1961 Wiesner was designated 
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the White House official (instead of Welsh, the Space Council executive 
secretary) “to review and consult with relevant agencies of the Federal gov- 
ernment on organizational planning for the expanded space activities of 
the Federal government.”!° As planning for the accelerated space program 
moved forward, the president became increasingly concerned with its expo- 
nentially increasing costs. He leaned heavily on his director of BOB, David 
Bell, for careful assessments of the budgetary implications of the fast-paced 
space program. Bell’s deputy, Elmer Staats, and especially career BOB senior 
staffer Willis Shapley were deeply involved in space matters. Shapley was cen- 
tral to framing policy and budget issues as he drafted various policy papers 
for presidential review and decision. 

Kennedy’s top adviser on most domestic policy matters, in addition to his 
duties as Kennedy’s speechwriter, was special counsel Theodore C. Sorensen. 
Kennedy in April 1961 had asked Sorensen to organize the review of the 
space program that was carried out by Vice President Johnson. Sorensen 
remained involved in space policy decisions as the president’s alter ego on 
most policy matters, but he seldom got directly involved with NASA over- 
sight as the Moon program evolved. On politically sensitive matters, such 
as the allocation of NASA contracts and the location of NASA’s facilities, 
Kennedy’s special assistant Kenneth O’Donnell became involved. Although 
he was the president’s closest confidant on most policy and political matters, 
Kennedy’s brother Robert seemingly had only limited involvement on space 
issues, although it is impossible to know how frequently space matters were 
discussed between the two brothers. It thus fell to Bundy, Wiesner, and Bell 
and their staff to be the primary points of contact between the White House 
and NASA as the U.S. space effort took its first steps toward a landing on 
the Moon. 


Locating the Facilities 


It was clear to NASA managers that as part of the decision to start a rapid 
space buildup, NASA would have to quickly create several large new facili- 
ties. The decision on what kind of facilities to build and, politically more 
important, where to locate them, was thus a high priority issue in the months 
immediately following President Kennedy’s May 1961 speech. Although a 
formal announcement of facility decisions could not be made until August 
1961, after the Congress had actually appropriated the increased FY 1962 
budget that the president had proposed, planning for the facility buildup 
began in earnest even before the speech. While most decisions with respect 
to launch vehicle production, testing, and launch were made without signifi- 
cant White House involvement, such was not the case with respect to locat- 
ing the new NASA “field center” which would train the men who would go 
to the Moon and oversee the development and operation of the spacecraft 
that would carry them there.!’ 

Well before President Kennedy’s approval of the lunar landing mission, it 
had been clear to the NASA leadership that, if there was to be a follow-on 
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President Kennedy meeting with his senior advisers for a late 1961 budget review at his 
father’s house in Hyannis Port, Massachusetts. From left to right: Secretary of Defense Robert 
McNamara, the president, budget director David Bell, deputy secretary of defense Roswell 
Gilpatric, science adviser Jerome Wiesner, special counsel Theodore Sorensen, and national 
security adviser McGeorge Bundy (JFK Library photograph). 


effort to Project Mercury, the Space Task Group, which was managing 
Mercury, needed to be moved from its location at the Langley Research 
Center in Hampton, Virginia. This move was necessary because human space 
flight required engineering development, flight operations, and especially 
project management skills, not the engineering research-oriented approach 
that was characteristic of Langley. 

As early as NASA’s creation in 1958, there was a specific view on where 
to locate the next new NASA installation; that view came from a politically 
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powerful source. Soon after NASA opened its doors for business on October 
1, 1958, Administrator Glennan heard from Congressman Albert Thomas, 
whose district included Houston, Texas. Thomas was chairman of the House 
of Representatives appropriations subcommittee that controlled NASA’s fund- 
ing. Glennan learned that Thomas “was anxious that his district...should 
benefit from the space program.” Thomas suggested that Houston’s Rice 
University was willing to give NASA 1,000 acres of land as a location for a new 
NASA “laboratory.” Glennan told him that NASA was “not about to build any 
new laboratory facilities beyond the one already authorized and on which con- 
struction had begun.” (This would become the Goddard Space Flight Center 
in Greenbelt, Maryland.) Thomas responded “somewhat peevishly” that the 
decision to locate the new facility in Maryland “had gone through without his 
sanction since he had been absent” from Washington. Thomas persisted in his 
advocacy. He made several more calls to Glennan in late 1958 and finally told 
the NASA administrator: “Now look here, Dr., let’s cut the bull. Your budget 
calls for $14 million for Beltsville [actually Greenbelt], and I am telling you 
that you won’t get a god-damned cent of it unless the laboratory is moved to 
Houston.” Glennan was able to fend off this threat, but when it became evi- 
dent in 1961 that there would be a new NASA installation for human space 
flight and that many locations in the United States would compete for host- 
ing it, Glennan, who by then was back at Case Institute of Technology in 
Cleveland, Ohio, advised Ohio state officials not to waste their time in that 
competition because “Houston would be the site chosen.”!? 

In late April 1961, as it was becoming clear that President Kennedy was 
likely to approve a major acceleration of the NASA human space flight 
program, NASA administrator Webb recognized that a separate, new NASA 
center would indeed be needed to manage the effort, and instructed his 
staff to begin the site selection process. He put $60 million in the NASA 
budget estimates being prepared for the White House as a down payment on 
constructing the new center. The site selection team considered locations in 
Florida and California, but was also well aware of Representative Thomas’s 
long-standing interest in having a new NASA installation in Houston. Thus 
NASA representatives visited Houston on May 16, even before the presi- 
dent’s announcement of the lunar landing goal. They were met there by 
George Brown of the Houston-based Brown & Root construction company, 
a Lyndon Johnson ally who had been consulted by the vice president dur- 
ing Johnson’s recent space review, and by a representative of the Houston 
Chamber of Commerce.!* But this turned out to be a false start in the site 
selection process; it was not restarted in earnest until August 7, when the 
Congress passed the appropriations bill that included the $60 million in 
funding for the new center. 

As it became widely known in May that the president was going to propose 
a major acceleration of the NASA program, Representative Thomas made it 
clear to NASA administrator James Webb that the 1958 Houston offer, and 
the implied threat of problems for the NASA budget if it were not accepted, 
still stood. On May 23, Webb reported to Vice President Lyndon Johnson 
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that Thomas had “made it very clear” that he was “extremely interested” 
in Houston being selected as the location for the new manned spacecraft 
center that clearly was going to be needed to manage the lunar landing 
program.'* In 1961, being the location for this center was a much more 
attractive proposition than it had been earlier, since the demands of Apollo 
would clearly require a major facility with many jobs created and thus a sig- 
nificant demand for housing and services in the areas adjacent to the new 
NASA installation. Rice University was still prepared to donate to NASA a 
sizeable plot of land some thirty miles south of downtown Houston as the 
location for the new center; Houston construction, real estate, and other 
business interests recognized that the facility would generate a wide variety 
of economic opportunities for the area. Humble Oil, the Houston corpo- 
ration that had donated the land to Rice now to be transferred to NASA, 
still owned most of the surrounding property, and realized that its value 
would increase substantially if a major new government facility were located 
on the university’s land. George Brown’s construction company, Brown & 
Root, hoped to get the contract to build the new NASA installation. Brown 
was chairman of the Rice Board of Trustees, had been a major contributor 
to Lyndon Johnson’s senatorial campaigns, and was also closely allied with 
Albert Thomas. Securing NASA’s agreement to locate its new center in the 
Houston area thus became a political issue of the first order.'® 

The opportunities presented by the decision to develop a new NASA center 
of course did not go unnoticed in other parts of the country, and both the 
White House and NASA were bombarded after the president’s May 25 speech 
by communications from members of Congress and state and local officials 
suggesting that the area they represented would be an ideal location for the 
new installation. Pressing the case for California was Representative George 
Miller, who was the acting chairman of the House Committee on Science 
and Astronautics after Overton Brooks fell ill. Missouri directed its advocacy 
through powerful Senator Stuart Symington. Making the case for Texas in 
addition to Thomas were Representative Olin “Tiger” Teague, chairman of 
the House Subcommittee on Manned Space Flight, and Representative Joe 
Kilgore; in addition, Speaker of the House Sam Rayburn and Vice President 
Lyndon Johnson advocated the Texas cause. Johnson and Albert Thomas 
were not political allies within the fractious Texas Democratic Party, but 
they were united on this issue. 

Of particular political concern to President Kennedy and his top political 
assistant Kenneth O’Donnell was continuing pressure from the governor of 
Massachusetts, John Volpe, to locate the new center at Hingham Air Force 
Base near Boston. Volpe wrote Kennedy on July 19, before the site selection 
process had formally begun, saying that “as one Bay Stater to another,” he 
wanted to call the advantages of the Massachusetts location to the president’s 
attention. By this time, NASA had made public its preliminary criteria for 
deciding on the location for the new center, and Volpe outlined the ways in 
which the Hingham location met those criteria, conveniently omitting the 
requirement set by NASA for “a mild climate permitting year-round, ice-free, 
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water transportation; and permitting out-of-door work for most of the year.” 
Volpe closed his letter by saying to Kennedy, “may I urge your help in bringing 
this project to Massachusetts.”!© In the succeeding two months, O’Donnell 
and NASA’s Webb had a series of interactions reflecting Volpe’s hope that 
Boston would be chosen as the location for the new center. 

The final criteria for site selection, including both eight “essential crite- 
ria” and four “desirable criteria,” were approved by top NASA managers in 
mid-August. Before that approval, conscious of the Massachusetts interest, 
Administrator Webb had reviewed and specifically reiterated the “mild cli- 
mate” requirement as being essential. In a September 14 memorandum to 
the president discussing the site selection process, Webb provided five justi- 
fications for the climate requirement, concluding that “selection of a site in 
an area meeting the stated climate criterion will minimize both the cost and 
the time required for this project” and noting the many ways in which the 
Boston area failed to meet the requirement. 

Upon an initial assessment by the NASA site selection team, nine potential 
sites, notably not including Houston, met all or most criteria, and arrange- 
ments were made by the team to visit those areas. While visiting the original 
nine locations, an additional fourteen sites were brought to the attention of 
the team; the Rice University site favored by Representative Thomas was one 
of those additions to the list. In all, the site selection team visited twenty- 
three potential sites; they were located in Florida (2), Louisiana (3), Texas 
(9), Missouri (4), and California (5). At each site, the routine was similar: 
an afternoon arrival and greeting by state and local dignitaries, a meeting to 
explain the selection criteria, a breakfast meeting with local representatives, 
and a visit to the proposed site and a nearby college or university. The site 
selection team “felt that locations north of the freezing line were unlikely 
to meet the requirements” and thus did not originally plan to visit any such 
site. 

Delegations representing sites in Virginia and Rhode Island not being 
considered by the selection team pleaded their case in presentations directly 
to NASA’s James Webb and Hugh Dryden. Also, on September 1, a 
Massachusetts delegation headed by Governor Volpe and Senator Benjamin 
Smith, John Kennedy’s former college roommate who had been appointed 
in December 1960 to fill JFK’s Senate seat, met with the two NASA leaders 
to argue for consideration of the Hingham site and to ask that the site selec- 
tion team at least visit Massachusetts. A large meeting of Boston business 
interests sponsored by the leading local newspaper, The Boston Globe, also 
called upon the president to select the Massachusetts site. On September 8, 
Governor Volpe called James Webb, again asking whether the team would 
visit Massachusetts. The phone conversation was described by Webb’s biog- 
rapher as “acrimonious.”!” Volpe told Webb that “great political pressure 
was building up” for such a visit. Webb responded that “it was most difficult 
to promise this without doing so in many other cases,” but told Volpe that 
he could make public his intervention with Webb in order to relieve some 
of the political pressure on the governor. Webb told President Kennedy in a 
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somewhat self-congratulatory way that he believed that “it was an eminently 
fair proposal for me to have put to him.” Then, on September 13, without 
notifying Volpe or any other Massachusetts official, the site selection team 
did visit the Hingham site “for an inspection of the terrain and existing 
buildings.” The only other site visited on the basis of political intervention 
was in St. Louis, to satisfy Senator Symington’s request. 

John F. Kennedy followed this process closely, and Webb kept him informed 
and then on September 11 briefed him on the likely outcome. According to 
Webb’s public statements at the time of the site selection, Kennedy told the 
NASA administrator then that even though there had been pressures on him 
to intervene in the process, he expected Webb “to make this decision in the 
light of the national interest.” Webb noted that Kennedy had “intervened in 
no way to try to favor his own state of Massachusetts, or to rule it out of the 
game.” Rather, the president wanted NASA to have full responsibility for 
the site selection decision. Webb later revised this account of the selection 
process, saying that Kennedy had at some point called Albert Thomas to seek 
his support for several bills before the House of Representatives. Thomas 
had been vague about his willingness to support the bills until Kennedy 
told him: “Now, you know Jim Webb is thinking about putting this center 
down in Houston.” From that point on, Thomas supported the three bills 
and “felt that he had a commitment from Kennedy” about the location of 
the new center.!8 

The site selection team reported its findings and recommendations in the 
second week of September. The team’s first choice, flying in the face of the 
political pressures from Texas interests, was MacDill Air Force Base near 
Tampa, Florida, which was scheduled for closure as a Strategic Air Command 
airfield. It is interesting to speculate whether Webb and Dryden would have 
accepted this recommendation, given their broader perspective and the need 
to consider political factors. But at the last minute the Air Force changed its 
mind about closing MacDill, and the team’s second preference, the Houston 
site associated with Rice University, became the top-ranked choice of the site 
selection group.” 

Webb and Dryden met on the evening of September 13 and again on the 
morning of September 14 to review the site selection team report and hear 
the results of its last minute visit to Massachusetts. That visit did not change 
their assessment of the team’s ranking, and Webb and Dryden decided that 
“this laboratory should be located at Houston, Texas, in close association 
with Rice University and the other educational institutions there and in that 
region.” The new installation was designated the Manned Spacecraft Center. 
(It was renamed the Johnson Space Center after Lyndon Johnson’s death in 
1973, even though it was Albert Thomas, not Johnson, who had the greater 
influence on the decision to locate the center in Houston.) 

Webb informed the president of this decision in a September 14 mem- 
orandum, noting that “a press release has been prepared announcing this 
decision, and we are holding it for issue after the White House notification 
of those who your staff feels should have advance information.””° Kenneth 
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O’Donnell remembered President Kennedy as saying, after reading Webb’s 
two September 14 memos, “It’s a good decision. Let’s go through with it.” 
The public announcement of the selection of the Houston location came on 
September 19. With that announcement and the choice of sites in Florida, 
Louisiana, and Mississippi for launch-related facilities, the arc of new NASA 
installations along the Gulf of Mexico coast in the southeastern region of the 
United States that James Webb had advocated in his May 23 memorandum 
to Vice President Johnson had come into being. 


A White House Status Check 


While the locations for new Apollo facilities were settled expeditiously, NASA 
was slower in selecting what approach to use in getting to the Moon and 
thus what spacecraft and launch vehicle would be needed for the lunar land- 
ing. On November 20, 1961, almost six months after President Kennedy’s 
May 25 speech, Jerome Wiesner provided to Theodore Sorensen an “outline 
of major problems” with respect to NASA’s progress in implementing the 
lunar landing program.?! 

Wiesner noted that “six months have elapsed since the decision was 
announced to put man on the moon, yet none of these crucial hardware 
programs have progressed beyond the study phase. Lead times on these 
development and construction programs are of critical importance.” He also 
noted that “it is hoped that there will be no further field stations beyond 
these already announced. However, there are major problems related to the 
activation of these centers.” 

NASA was aware of these White House concerns. Webb told Dryden and 
Seamans that he had “scouted around” and had discovered that President 
Kennedy “has some concern as to whether we are proceeding rapidly enough 
and with enough procurement and program commitment activity to accom- 
plish the goals he has set for the nation.” NASA had issued a contract on 
August 10 to the MIT Instrumentation Laboratory for the Apollo guid- 
ance system, and on November 20 was one week away from contracting 
for the Apollo command and service module, one element of the spacecraft 
needed for the lunar landing. However, delays in selecting the design of 
launch vehicle for the lunar mission had meant that its procurement had had 
to wait. While NASA had chosen the locations for its Apollo-related_ facili- 
ties, Webb also reported that “there is some evidence that the President has 
had some doubts raised as to whether our decisions with respect to the Cape 
Canaveral, Michoud, and Houston installations were based on the needs of 
the program or had political overtones.” 


Delays in Picking a Launch Vehicle 


Wiesner in his memorandum to Sorensen noted that “the major decisions 
have not been announced as to what extent rendezvous will be employed, 
what Advanced Saturn vehicle will be built (probably C-4), and what will be 
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the characteristics of the so-called Nova that could put man on the Moon 
by direct ascent. The relative emphasis of rendezvous versus direct ascent is a 
key to the entire program.” 

There were two reasons for the delay in selecting the launch vehicle for 
the lunar mission. One was that the “national space plan” called for in the 
May 8 Webb-McNamara memorandum had anticipated a collaborative 
NASA-DOD effort to define a family of launch vehicles that could meet 
both agencies’ requirements and advance the development of both liquid 
fuel and solid fuel propulsion systems. The focus of this planning effort was 
a “NASA-DOD Large Launch Vehicle Planning Group.” The group was 
directed by Nicholas Golovin, then with NASA; its deputy director was 
Lawrence Kavanaugh of DOD. The group started work in July 1961, and by 
the fall had become bogged down in very detailed studies and deadlocked 
over the relative roles of liquid-fueled and solid-fueled boosters in the lunar 
landing program. Rather than come up with an integrated plan, the group 
had suggested a new Air Force-developed launch vehicle, called Titan HI, 
with lift capabilities closely resembling the Saturn 1] vehicle that NASA was 
developing. The group’s final recommendations attempted to satisfy both 
NASA and DOD, and ended up pleasing neither agency.”* 

The second reason for the delay in selecting a launch vehicle for the lunar 
mission was NASA’s difficulties during the May—November period in decid- 
ing its preferred approach to sending men to the Moon.” Indeed, this uncer- 
tainty would continue well into 1962 and become a focus of NASA-White 
House controversy. 

Beginning on May 2, even before a final decision on whether to approve 
a lunar landing effort had been made, there were a series of NASA stud- 
ies examining alternatives for accomplishing the lunar mission. The first of 
these studies took as its starting point a “direct ascent” approach, in which 
the spacecraft for the lunar mission would be launched by a giant booster 
with eight F-1 engines in its first stage. The spacecraft would fly directly to 
the Moon and land intact on the lunar surface. A portion of the spacecraft 
would then take off from the Moon after the astronauts had completed their 
exploration, and return directly to Earth. This approach meant designing a 
seventy-five-ton spacecraft, almost forty times the weight of the Mercury cap- 
sule, that would “back down” to a lunar landing, using rocket firings to slow 
the craft to landing speed; during the landing, the astronauts would be on 
their backs at the other end of the craft, more than eighty feet above the sur- 
face and with no or very limited direct visibility of the landing site. The direct 
ascent approach also required that the fuel for the return journey and the heat 
shield needed for reentry into the Earth’s atmosphere, both of which were 
heavy, would have to be carried to and then launched from the lunar surface. 
All of this would require a large and heavy spacecraft, and thus a very power- 
ful booster NASA called Nova to send it to the Moon in a single launch. The 
more NASA, and especially von Braun and his team at Huntsville, thought 
about the technological leap required to develop the gigantic Nova vehicle, 
the more it looked for alternatives to making such a jump. 
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NASA during the summer of 1961 began to look harder at an approach 
called Earth-orbit rendezvous (EOR). This approach would allow the lunar 
spacecraft and the rocket stage needed to send it toward the Moon to be 
divided into two or more pieces, each piece launched separately. One or more 
rendezvous in Earth orbit would then be needed to assemble the pieces into 
a single spacecraft. An alternative EOR approach was to send the complete 
spacecraft and its Earth departure stage fueled with light liquid hydrogen 
into Earth orbit with one launch. Then a second launch would carry into 
orbit the comparatively heavy liquid oxygen used as the oxidizer for burn- 
ing the hydrogen fuel; the oxygen would then be transferred to the lunar- 
bound rocket stage. Using an EOR approach meant that a launch vehicle 
significantly smaller than the Nova could be developed for the lunar mission. 
However, it did not solve the problem of how to land a single large spacecraft 
on the lunar surface. 

Several versions of a smaller launch vehicle were proposed during the 1961 
studies. The Saturn C-2 that had been part of NASA’s plans in the spring 
was soon abandoned, and an “Advanced Saturn” with several powerful F-1 
engines in its first stage became the focus of attention; the issue was how 
many of the large engines to use. The two-engine version became known as 
the Saturn C-3 and the four-engine version the C-4. This was the vehicle 
Wiesner mentioned in his November 20 memorandum to Sorensen.”° 

When he wrote that memorandum, Wiesner was apparently not aware of 
the latest NASA study of the launch vehicle issue. On November 6, Milton 
Rosen of NASA headquarters, reflecting the deadlock in the Golovin- 
Kavanau group, had organized a separate two-week study to recommend to 
the NASA leadership “a large launch vehicle program” which would “meet 
the requirements of manned space flight” and “have broad and continuing 
national utility.” Rosen reported that “to exploit the possibility of accom- 
plishing the first lunar landing by rendezvous,” NASA should develop an 
“intermediate vehicle” that had five F-] engines in the first stage, four or 
five J-2 engines in its second stage, and one J-2 in its third stage. (The J-2 
was an engine powered by high-energy liquid hydrogen fuel that would 
have the capability to be stopped and restarted.) The four-engine Saturn 
C-4 had a “hole” in the center of its four first-stage F-1 engines; adding 
a fifth F-1 would thus be relatively straightforward. Rosen argued that 
NASA should build the most powerful rocket possible short of a Nova, and 
von Braun agreed that “the hole in the center was crying out for another 
engine.” Adding a fifth engine would increase first stage thrust at liftoff to 
7.5 million pounds. Since a direct flight to the Moon was at this point still 
NASA’s officially stated preference for the lunar landing mission, Rosen 
also recommended that “a NOVA vehicle consisting of an eight F-1 first 
stage” should be developed on a “top priority basis.” He added that “large 
solid rockets should not be considered as a requirement for manned lunar 
landing.” The recommendation for a five-engine first stage for the launch 
vehicle, soon called the Advanced Saturn C-5 and ultimately the Saturn V, 
was quickly accepted by the NASA leadership. Within a few weeks, some 
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form of rendezvous using the Saturn V replaced direct ascent as NASA’s 
preferred approach to getting to the Moon, although design work on the 
Nova vehicle continued for some months.”° 

Wiesner likely also was not aware of a November 6 meeting between 
the NASA and Department of Defense space leadership at which there was 
agreement to “cancel the development of very large (240” class) solid rocket 
as a backup for NOVA,” since “the work of the past six months shows that 
the reliability and potential of NOVA will be sufficient to make unnecessary 
the parallel development of the large solids on identical time scales,” as had 
been called for in the May 8 Webb-McNamara memorandum.”’ Overall, the 
situation with respect to a launch vehicle for Apollo was not in as bad a shape 
as the Wiesner memorandum suggested; however, Wiesner was correct in his 
assessment that “the relative emphasis of rendezvous versus direct ascent is a 
key to the entire program.” 


How Much Would Apollo Really Cost? 


Wiesner noted in his November 20 memorandum that the NASA budget 
being discussed for Fiscal Year 1963 was 50 percent greater than had been 
projected just six months earlier. Indeed, the budget projections accompany- 
ing the accelerated space effort that President Kennedy had approved in May 
had projected a NASA budget of $3.029 billion for FY1963. However, when 
NASA submitted its FY1963 request to the BOB several months later, that 
total had grown to $4.238 billion, which was a 40 percent increase over the 
May estimate. By the time NASA and the BOB in December 1961 completed 
their negotiations over what the president would request for NASA in Fiscal 
Year 1963, the budget level had been reduced from $4.238 billion to $3.787 
billion; this was still more than a 125 percent increase over the final FY1962 
level. In a memorandum to President Kennedy summarizing the state of 
the NASA program, budget director David Bell provided a comprehensive 
overview of the evolution of the program since May and recommended to 
the president “that it would be desirable for you and the Vice President to 
have in the near future a short briefing and discussion of the status and 
plans for the civilian space programs, especially the manned lunar landing 
program.” Bell noted that NASA administrator Webb had concurred in this 
recommendation and on the budget figures outlined in his memorandum.”® 
The proposed briefing did not take place until Kennedy and Johnson visited 
NASA’s Apollo facilities in September 1962. 

In his review of the situation for the president, Bell said that even in May 
the BOB had thought that NASA’s projections for future budgets “appeared 
to us to be understated,” and that BOB had anticipated a $3.5 billion budget 
request for FY1963, although it had not used that number in any official 
documents. Bell told the president that “the cost estimates for the manned 
lunar landing program appear to have been underestimated to an even greater 
degree than anticipated.” This was because “earlier estimates were of neces- 
sity made in advance of detailed technical plans and cost studies,” but such 
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studies were now “showing clearly that the costs of the principal elements of 
the program will be greater than anticipated.” Bell estimated that the NASA 
budget would continue to increase, reaching $4.9 billion in FY1964, $5.3 
billion in FY 1965, and $5.6 billion in FY1966. This meant that at the end 
of 1961 the accelerated space effort was projected to cost at least $2.8 bil- 
lion more than had been estimated just six months earlier. That such cost 
growth was worrying to the White House was clear; Webb told Dryden and 
Seamans on November 21 that “there is some evidence that the President is 
concerned about the cost of our program.”?? Webb was correct; the president 
was indeed concerned. 


Space Programs Reviewed 


The rapidly increasing costs of the U.S. space program, and particularly its 
civilian component, continued to trouble President Kennedy after he sent his 
$3.787 billion Fiscal Year 1963 request for NASA to the Congress in early 
1962. There was no parallel single national security space budget request; 
Department of Defense and intelligence space programs were incorporated 
into the general DOD budget, rather than receiving separate budget treat- 
ment. However, increasing DOD expenditures for space were also of con- 
cern to the president. To obtain a total overview of the U.S. space program, 
Kennedy asked the BOB in June 1962 to carry out a comprehensive review 
of all U.S. space efforts. 


Initial Budget Concerns 


After NASA administrator Webb met with Kennedy on May 3, 1962 to 
deliver a copy of NASA’s revised long-range plan, he reported that Kennedy 
“was quite concerned about the high level of expenditures involved in our 
program, plus the military program, and urged that everything be done that 
could possibly be done to see that we accomplished the results that would 
justify these expenditures and that we not expend funds beyond those that 
could be thoroughly justified.” Webb also reported that the president “had 
expressed some concern” about the geographical distribution of NASA 
funding; Kennedy noted that he had received complaints from states such as 
“Michigan, Pennsylvania, and the eastern states” that NASA was focusing 
its expenditures on California, Florida, Mississippi, and Louisiana. Kennedy 
was “quite anxious” that NASA “maintain the best geographical distribu- 
tion of contracts and still get the most efficient job done.” To provide the 
White House with its own channel of information on NASA procurement 
actions, Kenneth O’Donnell sent Richard Callaghan, a Kennedy loyalist and 
congressional staffer, to NASA as a special assistant to Webb. According to 
one account, “Callaghan’s job was to arrange for a more equitable distri- 
bution of contracts, which would relieve congressional pressure on Kenny 
O’Donnell, and find out whether [Senator Robert] Kerr and [Vice President] 
Johnson were pulling strings for their friends at NASA.” With respect to 


136 JOHN F. KENNEDY AND THE RACE TO THE MOON 


this latter mission, Callaghan found no evidence of undue Kerr or Johnson 
influence on NASA’s contract awards.*° 

Webb responded to Kennedy’s concern regarding geographical distribu- 
tion in a June 1 letter. He told Kennedy that during 1961, states west of the 
Mississippi River received 56 percent of NASA prime contracts; states east of 
the Mississippi, 44 percent. One reason for this distribution was that “major 
aerospace and electronic companies have concentrated their growth within a 
few areas of the country.” However, Webb continued, when both prime con- 
tracts and first-tier subcontracts by the prime contractors were considered, 
53 percent of the work was in the East and 47 percent in the West. Webb also 
noted that in the second half of 1961 Massachusetts had received 64 percent 
more in NASA funding than it had received in the first half of the year. In 
summary, Webb told the president, “the NASA effort is being spread broadly 
throughout the United States.”*! 


Special Space Review 


Beginning in late June 1962, the BOB began a review that was intended to 
lay out in a consistent format the five-year space programs of the Department 
of Defense, NASA, the Atomic Energy Commission, and, although it could 
not be acknowledged at the time, the National Reconnaissance Office, the 
organization developing and operating U.S. reconnaissance satellites, the 
very existence of which was highly classified. This review was in response to 
President Kennedy’s specific request “for a consolidated presentation of the 
space programs and estimates of all agencies” and “that 1964 estimates for 
space programs be given an especially critical review.” 

According to Willis Shapley of the BOB, who was in charge of the 
review, one question that prompted the review was a White House “reeval- 
uation of whether the Apollo program should really proceed.” It is not 
clear whether it was the president himself who was raising this question; 
given his interest just a few months later to push for an earlier date for the 
first lunar landing attempt, this seems unlikely. More probable was that 
his budget, technology, and policy advisers, who were in general more 
skeptical of the value of Apollo than was the president, were making sure 
that Kennedy recognized the full implications of his space commitment. 
In addition, there were short-term concerns in mid-1962 about a possible 
recession, talk of a temporary tax cut, and a desire to avoid an unbalanced 
federal budget; this meant that Kennedy was paying particular attention 
to controlling rapid increases in spending in discretionary areas such as 
space and defense.*? 

By August 15, the BOB had compiled some 250 “data sheets,” one for each 
of the principal space projects of the government. These were put into two 
loose-leaf binders and, because intelligence satellite programs were included, 
classified at such a high level that only relatively few people inside the gov- 
ernment were cleared to possess the binders. Shapley recalls that he was “not 
too proud” of the review, “because it was really pretty bureaucratic.” 
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The BOB did prepare a late August “draft staff report” based on the 
review. The report noted that “the central decision to be confirmed or 
modified is whether the manned lunar landing program should proceed at 
an optimum pace as contemplated in present NASA plans, or whether a deci- 
sion should be made to stretch out the program to avoid as great an increase 
in expenditures in 1964 and 1965.” The report examined the short-term 
budget impacts of slipping the target date for the first landing attempt until 
late 1968. It concluded that “under all feasible alternatives, barring a com- 
plete reversal of the MLL [manned lunar landing] and other augmented 
space program decisions of May 1961...substantial increases in expendi- 
tures appear unavoidable in 1964 and 1965.” The staff report mentioned 
that this situation had been pointed out as the decision to accelerate the 
space program was being made a year earlier; the BOB had noted that the 
decision “was a long term commitment involving increasing expenditures for 
a period of several years.” At the end of the section of its report dealing with 
NASA, the BOB recommended a course of action that recognized “that nei- 
ther the total fiscal situation nor the space program alternatives and implica- 
tions are clear enough now to permit a definite decision on the program and 
budgetary guidance to be given to NASA.” The BOB recommended that 
“the issue should remain open until the final 1964 budget decision period 
in November or early December.”*? 

As the BOB was finishing its review, James Webb was once again 
reminded of President Kennedy’s concern about the rising costs of the 
NASA program. On August 15 Kennedy sent a brief memorandum to 
Webb, asking him about press reports that the cost of the new Manned 
Spacecraft Center in Houston had increased from $60 million to $123 
million. Kennedy asked: “Is this correct? Who are the architects and the 
builders and under whose control is the Space Center building to be put 
up?” Webb replied on August 18, saying that the costs Kennedy was quot- 
ing were those in a statement by Senator William Proxmire (D-WI), who 
was questioning “the prudence with which the space program is being 
administered” and implying that “the increase in cost...resulted from a 
lack of budget discipline.” Webb said that “the figures quoted are substan- 
tially correct; the implications are not,” and provided a lengthy explanation 
of the reason for the higher cost figure. This explanation did not satisfy 
President Kennedy. In a note to budget director Bell, the president said 
that it seemed to him that the cost of the new center was “excessive,” and 
the cost increase “does raise the question of funding of the entire program. 
This needs the most careful continuing scrutiny.” Kennedy asked Bell for 
his “suggestions on the recent appropriations for this space program— 
what programs are essential and desirable and how we can make them 
meet the cost estimates more precisely.” He added: “This program has so 
much public support that unless there is some restraint there is a possibility 
of wasting some money.”** This tension between Kennedy’s desire to be 
first in space and his concern over the very high costs of Apollo was to run 
throughout 1962 and 1963. 
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Soviet Successes—and Failures 


In mid-August 1962, the United States was also reminded that the space race 
with the Soviet Union was still on. A year had passed since the second Soviet 
orbital flight of cosmonaut Gherman Titov on August 6, 1961. That flight 
had had its share of troubles; in particular, Titov, unlike Yuri Gagarin, had 
experienced significant motion sickness during his seventeen-orbit, day-long 
flight; in contrast, Gagarin had completed his one orbit with no ill effects. On 
August 11, 1962, the Soviet Union launched its third human space flight and 
then, on the next day, much to the surprise of Western observers, launched a 
fourth human mission. In the United Kingdom, astronomer Bernard Lovell, 
who was a year later to become involved in a controversy over whether the 
Soviet Union intended to send people to the Moon, called the two launches 
“the most remarkable development that man has ever seen.” The two Soviet 
spacecraft passed close to one another early in their joint mission; the two 
cosmonauts communicated using their on-board radios, and, according to 
at least some reports, saw each other’s spacecraft, but they did not have the 
maneuvering capabilities required for a rendezvous attempt. Until the lack of 
that capability became evident to U.S. observers, there was concern that the 
Soviet Union had beaten the United States to another important milestone, 
the ability to carry out a space rendezvous.*° 

After rejecting the suggestion that he make a formal statement on the 
space competition with the Soviet Union at the start of his August 22 press 
conference, President Kennedy chose instead to respond to an inevitable 
question about the Soviet feat. His response suggested both his continuing 
commitment to catching up with the Soviet Union and his recognition of 
how expensive the space effort was becoming. 


Q; Mr. President, the Soviet Union’s latest exploit, the launching of two men 
within 24 hours, seems to have caused a good deal of pessimism in the 
United States. You hear people say that we’re now a poor second to Russia. 
How do you size up the situation, Mr. President, for the present and the 
future? 

Kennedy: We are second to the Soviet Union in long-range boosters. I have 
said from the beginning—we started late, we’ve been behind. It’s a tre- 
mendous job to build a booster of the size that the Soviet Union is talking 
about, and also have it much larger size, which we are presently engaged 
in the Saturn program. So we are behind and we’re going to be behind 
for a while. But I believe that before the end of this decade is out, the 
United States will be ahead. But it’s costing us a tremendous amount of 
money...And it’s going to take us quite a while to catch up with a very 
advanced program which the Soviets are directing and there’s no indication 
the Soviets are going to quit. 

We’re well behind, but we’re making a tremendous effort. We increased 
after I took office, after 4 months, we increased the budget for space by 50 
percent over that of my predecessor. The fact of the matter is that this year 
we submitted a space budget which was greater than the combined eight 
space budgets of the previous eight years. So this country is making a vast 
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effort which is going to be much bigger next year and the years to come and 
represents a very heavy burden upon us all. But we might as well recognize 
that we’re behind now and we’re going to be for a while. But what we’ve 
got to do is concentrate our efforts.*° 


While publicly President Kennedy was acknowledging the continued 
Soviet lead in space, behind the scenes the White House was debating 
whether to counter the public awareness of Soviet space successes with what 
the U.S. government knew about Soviet failures. The Soviet Union had 
attempted on August 25 to send a spacecraft to Venus, but the Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA) informed Carl Kaysen, McGeorge Bundy’s dep- 
uty, that “the evidence points to a failure of the probe to eject from earth 
orbit.” By contrast, the U.S. launch of its Mariner II spacecraft to Venus on 
August 27 went well; for the first time, the United States was on its way 
to another planet, and the White House was anxious to contrast the U.S. 
success with the Soviet failure. On August 31, Kaysen sent a memoran- 
dum to White House press secretary Pierre Salinger discussing how best 
to announce this and prior Soviet failures without revealing the classified 
means through which the information had been acquired. On September 5, 
Lieutenant General Marshall Carter, acting director of the CIA, provided 
to President Kennedy a “fact sheet” on six Soviet failures of probes to Venus 
or Mars. He noted that “the information from which the fact sheet was 
developed has been obtained from many intelligence sources, some of them 
our most sensitive,” but that “there is enough collateral information avail- 
able to warrant unclassified publication of this fact sheet without blowing 
the cover of our sensitive sources.” Carter was worried about such a release, 
however; he told the president, “I am concerned over the opening up of this 
entire matter of our knowledge of Soviet activities to the general scrutiny 
of the public, and particularly the probing press,” who might be able to 
discover “our entire box of tricks.” 

The White House decided to accept this risk, and on September 5 
James Webb sent a letter to the chairmen of the Senate and House Space 
Committees detailing the Soviet failures; the letter was intended to be leaked 
to the media, and the press soon picked up the story. The New York Times on 
September 9 reported the release of information on Soviet failures and com- 
mented that “this week the Administration finally decided that the infor- 
mation was too good—from the standpoint of embarrassing and deflating 
the Russians—to keep secret any more,” and that the release was a “neat 
propaganda ploy.”9” 


One More NASA Center? 


In his November 20, 1961, status report on NASA’s Apollo buildup, Jerome 
Wiesner had noted that “it is hoped that there will be no further field sta- 
tions beyond these already announced.” This turned out to be a false hope. 
As the NASA leadership assessed the various capabilities it would need to 
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manage Apollo effectively, it concluded that NASA was sorely lacking in 
high-quality electronics competence. This presented a problem with respect 
to NASA’s ability to manage its contracts with industry and academia, since 
NASA calculated that 40 percent of the cost of launch vehicles was related to 
their electronic components; for spacecraft, the cost was 50 to 70 percent. In 
addition, experience with early robotic spacecraft suggested that there were 
significant differences in the reliability requirements for electronic compo- 
nents in space as compared to on Earth. Most NASA employees at the time 
were more interested in the structural and propulsion aspects of spacecraft 
and launch vehicle design and development than their electronic aspects.*® 

In January 1962 associate administrator Robert Seamans asked the NASA 
staff to investigate what could be done to address this situation. Albert Kelly, 
director of electronics and control in NASA’s Office of Advanced Research 
and Technology, spent the next ten months preparing a detailed report on 
the issue; the November 1962 report concluded that the best approach to 
gaining the needed competence was to create a new NASA laboratory, or 
“field center,” dedicated to managing NASA’s electronics research. The 
NASA leadership had in fact several months earlier reached the same conclu- 
sion; the issue then became where to locate the new center. Webb, Dryden, 
and Seamans gave greatest weight to two criteria in making this decision: 
(1) a location near one or more universities involved in advanced electronics 
research, and (2) a location where the industrial community was also work- 
ing on electronics and was research-oriented. 

Another consideration, according to James Webb, was President Kennedy’s 
questioning “why some of the best brains in the East were not working 
more actively in our program.” Webb told Kennedy that “a new Electronics 
Research Center in the eastern part of the country” would not only satisfy a 
specific NASA need, but would also “kill several birds with the same stone 
by making this Center a focal point of contact between some of our ablest 
people and some of the ablest ones working in advanced fields in universi- 
ties.” Kennedy told Webb that “while he felt that this was certainly an impor- 
tant objective, he was going to leave the decision to me but would like to 
be kept informed.” By October 1962, Webb told Kennedy that he, Dryden, 
and Seamans had decided to locate the Center in Boston, “making it clear 
that the geographic proximity to Harvard, MIT and the brilliant researchers 
and scholars in the electronics and associated fields in the city was one of the 
major bases for our judgment.” In fact, said Webb, NASA wanted “to put it 
[the new Center] within walking distance of both Harvard and MIT.”*? 

There were two political problems with that decision. President Kennedy 
was of course from Massachusetts, and thus such a decision could appear as 
if it had been influenced by his desire to bring some of the benefits of the 
space buildup to his home state. Even more problematic was the fact that the 
President’s youngest brother, Edward “Ted” Kennedy, was in 1962 running 
to fill the remaining two years of President Kennedy’s Senate term, and his 
campaign argued that he “could do more for Massachusetts.” If NASA had 
announced, without any prior notice or competition, a decision to locate a 
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major new facility in Massachusetts, the political reaction likely would have 
involved NASA in a tightly contested election, a situation both President 
Kennedy and James Webb wanted to avoid. 

When Webb on October 16, 1962, told Kennedy of NASA’s plans for 
locating the new center in the Boston area, he also said that it was extremely 
important from NASA’s “image of careful professional work and decisions 
made on a technical basis that this should not become a matter under dis- 
cussion in the then ongoing campaign in Massachusetts where his brother 
was running for the Senate.” Kennedy’s response was that “he approved the 
concept of the Electronics Research Center.” Kennedy also “stated that he 
was prepared to accept it in his budget” and “agreed that it should not be 
introduced into public discussion until the budget was to go to Congress” in 
early 1963, after the Senate election. To avoid the appearance of Kennedy’s 
political influence on the decision, Webb buried the initial funding for the 
new center in the NASA budget request submitted to the BOB in September 
1962; this was not difficult to do, since the initial request of $5 million was 
very small compared to the overall $6.2 billion NASA budget request. Even 
the BOB was not informed of NASA’s intentions. As a former director of 
the BOB, Webb was well versed in ways to manipulate the normal process of 
BOB review. In Fall 1962, according to Webb, “the only persons who knew 
we were planning this Center outside of NASA” were President Kennedy and 
his top political operative, Kenneth O’Donnell.”*° 

Once the election was over and Ted Kennedy had won the Senate seat, 
NASA was ready to let the BOB in on its plans. Before meeting with budget 
director Bell on December 13 to finalize the NASA FY1964 budget request, 
Webb asked Kenneth O’Donnell to check with the president to make sure 
that Kennedy still agreed with NASA’s decision to develop the new center. 
Assured that this was indeed the case, NASA and the BOB inserted into the 
president’s budget message notice of the decision to create a new Electronics 
Research Center and to locate it “in the Greater Boston area.” Kennedy 
directed that “this matter should be handled with the most complete discre- 
tion.” There was no leak to the press of this decision until the budget became 
public with its submission to the Congress in mid-January 1963. 

The Congress, and particularly NASA’s House of Representatives oversight 
committee, the Committee on Science and Astronautics, was not pleased to 
learn that NASA had made this decision without prior consultation with the 
committee. Over the next several years, the committee and NASA remained 
at loggerheads over whether NASA could proceed with its plans. There was 
also opposition from some Senate members who believed that the areas they 
represented should have been able to compete for the new NASA center. At 
one point, President Kennedy got personally involved, meeting on June 11, 
1963, with Webb and Representative Joseph Karth (D-MN), who thought 
that the center was not really needed, but if NASA went ahead with its plans 
to create it, the new center could very well be located in his state. Kennedy 
was “very gracious,” but he was unable to change Karth’s mind regarding 
the issue.*! 
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By the time Congress finished work on the NASA FY1964 budget in 
December 1963, there was tentative agreement to allow NASA to proceed 
with its plans, subject to Congressional review of several required studies. 
Even after those studies were completed, there was continued questioning 
of NASA’s plans for the center; “the fight for and against the Center raged 
on through 1965.” It was not until 1966 that the Congressional opposition 
died down, even though the Electronics Research Center had become opera- 
tional in 1965. This was too late for the center to have much of an impact on 
the Apollo program. The Electronics Research Center was to have a short 
lifetime; NASA announced in December 1969 that as part of its post-Apollo 
retrenchment, it had decided to close the facility.*? 


Conclusion 


While Jerome Wiesner at the end of 1961 might have been concerned by 
what appeared to be too slow a pace in NASA’s implementation of the lunar 
landing decision, to those at NASA involved in the effort the rate of activ- 
ity during 1961 and 1962 seemed extremely rapid. In the weeks following 
Wiesner’s November 20, 1961, memorandum, NASA chose the contractors 
for the Apollo spacecraft and the first and third stages of the Saturn V vehi- 
cle. By the start of 1962, construction had begun at all the new facilities that 
would be required for Apollo. A major NASA reorganization to prepare the 
space agency for managing Apollo was announced on November 1, 1961; 
among the changes made was the creation of a separate Office of Manned 
Space Flight as one of the major program units at NASA headquarters. 
Chosen as its head, with the title associate administrator for manned space 
flight, was a dynamic young executive from RCA named Brainerd Holmes. 
Webb and Seamans had thought briefly about asking Wernher von Braun 
to become the human space flight manager, but that possibility disappeared 
when Hugh Dryden said that he would retire if it became reality. (Dryden 
was apparently one of those at NASA who resented von Braun’s involvement 
with the Nazi regime in Germany before and during World War II.) On April 
11, 1962, President Kennedy assigned to Project Apollo the highest national 
priority, designated DX; this gave the undertaking first call (together with 
some defense and a few other space efforts) on whatever human and physical 
resources were needed for its accomplishment.*? 

It was thus clear by mid-1962 that the mobilization of the resources 
needed to accomplish a lunar landing was well underway. President Kennedy 
had warned the Congress and the American public on May 25, 1961, that 
achieving the lunar goal “would take many years and carry very heavy costs.” 
In the fifteen months following his May 25 speech, the realism of that warn- 
ing became increasingly evident; by September 1962, President Kennedy 
concluded that it was time for him to take a first-hand look at the unfolding 
effort. 


Chapter 9 
“| Am Not That Interested in Space” 


One critical decision with respect to the lunar landing project still remained 
unsettled as President Kennedy prepared in September 1962 to make an 
inspection tour of the facilities being developed for the accelerated space 
effort. That decision was the best approach to getting astronauts to the lunar 
surface. NASA in July 1962 had selected as its preferred approach rendez- 
vous in lunar orbit, a way to the Moon that had emerged in its consideration 
only at the very end of 1961. Kennedy’s science adviser Wiesner and his staff 
did not agree with this choice, and were actively pressuring NASA to reverse 
it in favor of an Earth orbit rendezvous approach. The president’s September 
11-12 visit to NASA and industry installations was intended to give him an 
overview of the human space flight effort in preparation for the hard budget 
decisions that all knew were upcoming later in the year; it also exposed him 
to the ongoing argument about the choice of how best to fly to the Moon. 
It was also on this trip that John F. Kennedy at Rice University in Houston 
gave his most memorable address on the reasons why he had chosen to accel- 
erate the U.S. space effort. 

As he toured the NASA facilities, Kennedy, as was his style, asked many 
questions, and learned that some within NASA believed that the first landing 
on the Moon could come as much as a year sooner than the late 1967 date 
that was at that point NASA’s target. To advance the landing date by that 
many months would require requesting from Congress an extra short-term 
supplement to the NASA budget, and there was considerable debate during 
October and November 1962 about the wisdom of that action. Adding more 
money to the human space flight budget was strongly advocated by associate 
administrator for manned space flight Brainerd Holmes, but equally strongly 
resisted by NASA administrator James Webb. Their disagreement escalated 
into tensions that culminated in Holmes leaving NASA in mid-1963. 

The debate over extra money for NASA led to a November 21 White House 
meeting in which President Kennedy and Webb disagreed about the prior- 
ity of the lunar landing program compared to other NASA activities. In the 
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aftermath of this meeting, President Kennedy reluctantly decided not to try 
to accelerate the Apollo schedule, and to continue on the path of requesting 
funds for NASA adequate to maintain the late 1967 target date for the first 
lunar landing attempt. Even pursuing that path required a NASA Fiscal Year 
1964 budget request of $5.712 billion, an increase of 55 percent over the 
NASA FY1963 budget of $3.674 billion but almost a half billion dollars less 
than what NASA had requested in September 1962. The continuing exponen- 
tial increase in NASA funding came at a time when Kennedy and his White 
House advisers were striving to limit overall budget growth, even as the finan- 
cial demands of Apollo approached 4 percent of the total federal budget. 


A White House-NASA Argument: How Best 
to Go to the Moon 


The first stop on President Kennedy’s two-day tour to inspect the facili- 
ties being developed for Apollo was the Marshall Space Flight Center in 
Huntsville, Alabama. There he was briefed by Wernher von Braun on the 
approach that NASA had finally chosen for carrying out the lunar landing 
mission, called lunar orbit rendezvous (LOR). This approach had emerged 
in the first half of 1962 as NASA’s preferred approach to getting to the 
Moon, but the White House Office of Science and Technology and its exter- 
nal advisers on the President’s Science Advisory Committee (PSAC) were at 
the time of JFK’s trip embroiled in a dispute with NASA over the wisdom 
of that choice. As von Braun described the LOR approach, Kennedy inter- 
rupted, saying that “I understand that Dr. Wiesner doesn’t agree with this,” 
and calling his science adviser to join the discussion. “Some lively dialogue” 
then ensued among Wiesner, von Braun, Webb, Seamans, and others; this 
discussion was just out of the earshot of reporters. According to Seamans, 
the reporters “obviously knew we were discussing something other than golf 
scores.” Wiesner suggests that he and von Braun were having a “friendly” 
talk in front of the president when Webb, who thought the two were arguing, 
“moved right in,” so that “what had been a friendly discussion became a real 
argument” as the press “watched, heard, and listened.” Kennedy ended the 
five-minute discussion by saying, “Well, maybe we’ll have one more hearing 
and then we’ll close the books on the issue.”! 

Key to the LOR concept was separating the functions of the lunar landing 
mission between two spacecraft, rather than the single heavy spacecraft con- 
templated in both the direct ascent and the Earth orbit rendezvous (EOR) 
approach to the lunar landing. One spacecraft, designated the command 
and service module (CSM) , would carry the crew to lunar orbit and back 
to Earth; the other, designated the lunar excursion module (LEM), would 
carry two crew members from lunar orbit to the Moon’s surface, and then, 
after they had finished their exploration, back to a rendezvous in lunar orbit 
with the CSM. After the crew and lunar samples were transferred to the 
CSM, the LEM could then be discarded. Since the LEM would operate only 
in the atmosphere-free vicinity of the Moon and would not have to carry the 
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The presidential party as President Kennedy toured the Marshall Space Flight Center in 
Huntsville, Alabama on September 11, 1962. Identifiable in the image, in addition to 
President Kennedy are (left to right) center director Wernher von Braun, NASA administra- 
tor James Webb, Vice President Lyndon Johnson, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, 
presidential science adviser Jerome Wiesner, and director of defense research and engineering 
Harold Brown. NASA associate administrator Robert Seamans, Jr. is partially visible behind 
von Braun. Most of those in this photograph participated in a brief but spirited debate about 
the wisdom of the lunar-orbit rendezvous approach to the lunar landing mission (NASA 
photograph). 


heavy fuel and even heavier heat shield required for the return to Earth, it 
could be much lighter than a spacecraft that would both land on the Moon 
and also have to carry the crew back to Earth. This weight reduction result- 
ing from this separation of functions made it possible to launch the whole 
lunar landing mission with one Saturn V booster, rather than the two that 
would be required by the Earth orbit rendezvous (EOR) approach. 

The LOR concept had been brought to Seamans’s attention in an impas- 
sioned nine-page November 15, 1961, letter from John Houbolt, an engi- 
neer at NASA’s Langley Research Center, who had bypassed several layers of 
the NASA chain of command in sending the letter. NASA in late 1961 was 
focusing on some form of EOR as its preferred approach to the lunar mis- 
sion, but Houbolt argued that the LOR approach was the better way to get- 
ting to the Moon before the end of the decade, was safer and less expensive, 
and required only one launch.” 

After extended analysis of the concept, NASA’s top leaders by early July 
1962 had agreed that LOR was indeed the best choice for achieving the 
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lunar mission by the end of the decade and were preparing to announce their 
decision at a July 11 press conference. In anticipation of the announcement, 
NASA on July 3 sent a summary of its comparison of the various options 
to science adviser Wiesner. By the end of the day, Wiesner called Webb “in 
a highly emotional state” to say that “L.O.R. is the worst mistake in the 
world.” Webb asked Joseph Shea, the NASA systems engineer who was lead- 
ing the effort to select the lunar landing approach, to go to the White House 
immediately; when he met with Wiesner, the science adviser called LOR a 
“technological travesty.”? 

There were several reasons for Wiesner’s reaction.* One was the intuitive 
sense that a mission that depended for its success, and for the crew’s survival, 
on a rendezvous in lunar orbit, 240,000 miles from Earth, would be exces- 
sively risky. This was especially the case since there had been no experience 
with rendezvous, and Project Gemini, the just-initiated effort to gain that 
experience, was at that time not scheduled to have its first flight until late 
1963. (The first flight actually did not come until early 1965.) Given the 
end of the decade deadline, the choice of mission approach would have to 
be made before the feasibility of its key element, rendezvous, had been dem- 
onstrated. (This of course was also true for Earth orbit rendezvous, but if a 
problem developed in an Earth-orbiting mission, the astronauts could easily 
return home.) NASA’s engineering analyses showed that LOR was safer than 
EOR, but Wiesner and his staff did not trust those analyses. The principal 
staff person supporting Wiesner on space issues was Nicholas Golovin, who 
had been forced to resign his position at NASA the preceding fall and left 
the space agency with “bitter gall” in his throat, only to be quickly hired by 
Wiesner as his top staff person for space issues. Golovin was tenacious in his 
criticism of NASA’s choice of LOR during 1962 and became a particular 
irritant to the space agency as NASA attempted to move forward. 

Wiesner was also hearing from the space vehicle panel of PSAC that it had 
serious reservations about the LOR choice. The panel had followed NASA’s 
planning for the lunar mission throughout the year. Members of the panel 
together with Wiesner met with the NASA leadership on July 6 to outline 
their concerns. As a result of this meeting, NASA was forced to change its 
message for the July 11 press conference to saying that the LOR choice was 
tentative and subject to further study and review. 

Jerome Wiesner transmitted the PSAC views as an attachment to a July 17 
letter to James Webb; in that letter Wiesner also set forth his own views. Like 
the PSAC panel, he was concerned about “which mission mode is most con- 
sistent with the main stream of our national space program, and therefore the 
one most likely to be useful in overtaking and keeping ahead of Soviet space 
technology.” In particular, Wiesner wanted more attention paid to “the ques- 
tion of which mode is likely to be most suitable for enhancing our military 
capabilities in space, if doing so should turn out to be desirable.” Wiesner told 
Webb that he had “reported the results of our discussions to the President.”® 

Webb replied to Wiesner’s letter on August 20, listing the various studies 
that NASA was undertaking based on the Space Vehicle Panel’s suggestions 
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and assuring Wiesner that NASA had thought carefully about the issues 
raised in Wiesner’s letter. He told Wiesner that “it is our considered opinion 
that the LOR mode...provides as comprehensive a base of knowledge and 
experience for application to other possible space programs, either military 
or civilian, as either the EOR mode or the C-5 [Saturn V] direct mode.” 
Webb thanked Wiesner for his and PSAC’s efforts, saying that “this con- 
structive criticism by eminently qualified men is of tremendous value.”° This 
final comment may not have been totally sincere. The pressure resulting 
from President Kennedy’s “end of the decade” deadline was being felt within 
NASA, and continued criticism from the White House science office was a 
barrier to NASA’s moving ahead with its plans. 

Wiesner and his assistant Golovin continued to intervene in NASA’s deci- 
sion process during July and August, and on September 5, a few days before 
the president was to visit various NASA installations, Wiesner once again 
wrote Webb reiterating his concerns regarding the LOR choice. Wiesner sent 
a copy of his letter to the president. In this letter, Wiesner called the contribu- 
tion of the LOR choice to the overall space capabilities of the United States 
“seriously questionable,” noting that any military applications of those capa- 
bilities “will be in the near earth environment” and that “whether manned 
military missions are to be either of a defensive or offensive character...the 
obvious needs for maneuverability and reasonable stay-time in orbit would 
require that refueling techniques be developed more or less contemporane- 
ously with those for rendezvous and docking.” While James Webb was sym- 
pathetic to using Apollo to build up overall U.S. space capabilities, his main 
focus in 1962 was selecting the approach that gave the best chance of getting 
to the Moon before the Soviets; Wiesner appeared less interested in the race 
to the Moon and more focused on developing near-Earth space capabilities 
with military relevance.” 

This is where the situation stood as President Kennedy visited Huntsville 
and was party to the Wiesner-NASA debate. As Kennedy flew to Cape 
Canaveral, the next stop in his tour, he was asked what the likely outcome 
of the controversy would be. “Jerry’s going to lose, it’s obvious,” replied the 
president; “Webb’s got all the money, and Jerry’s only got me.”8 

Wiesner and Golovin did not give up their fight easily and continued to 
contest NASA’s choice and supporting analyses in September and October. 
NASA finally assembled all of its analyses into a document that it hoped 
would be a final comparison of the approaches to carrying out the lunar 
landing mission and sent it to Wiesner on October 24. In that report, NASA 
estimated that the probability of success for any one lunar landing attempt 
was 40 percent for the LOR approach, 36 percent for the direct ascent 
approach, and 30 percent for EOR; probabilities of crew safety were 85 per- 
cent for LOR, 83 percent for direct ascent, and 89 percent for EOR. Wiesner 
and Golovin continued to question the NASA figures, but their fight was 
coming to a conclusion.” 

The NASA report was accompanied by a “peevish” letter from Webb 
to Wiesner. Webb told Wiesner that “my understanding is that you... will 
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examine this and you will let me know your views as to whether we should 
ask for an appointment with the President.” Webb’s view was “we should 
proceed with the lunar orbit plan, should announce our selection of the con- 
tractor for the lunar excursion vehicle, and should play the whole thing in 
a low key.” Webb said that unless he heard to the contrary, he would advise 
President Kennedy’s appointments secretary Kenneth O’Donnell “that nei- 
ther you nor the Defense Department wishes to interpose a formal objec- 
tion” to NASA’s going ahead with LOR. “In that case,” wrote Webb, “I 
believe Mr. O’Donnell will not feel it wise to schedule the President’s time 
and that the President will confirm this judgment.”!” 

As Webb wrote his October 24 letter, President Kennedy was totally 
involved with dealing with the problem of Soviet missiles in Cuba, and 
most certainly was not going to take time to referee the NASA dispute with 
his science adviser. Webb and Wiesner talked by telephone on October 29, 
the Monday after the weekend during which the Cuban missile crisis was 
resolved. Wiesner said that his message to the president would not be to 
overrule any decision NASA might reach, but rather to be sure that a full and 
honest assessment had been made of all the options; Wiesner still questioned 
whether this was the case. Webb told Wiesner he “thought it better not to 
go to a formal hearing or involve the President personally in the decision,” 
but Wiesner thought that “involving the President couldn’t be avoided” 
because someone was sure to ask Kennedy whether the decision was made 
after the best possible analysis. On November 2, Wiesner and three PSAC 
members met with Webb and his senior staff to go over once again the White 
House objections to LOR; Wiesner recommended that NASA select instead 
a new alternative, a two-person flight using the direct ascent approach that 
was being strongly advocated by the builder of the Apollo command and 
service module, North American Aviation. Choosing this approach would 
mean that North American would manufacture spacecraft that would land 
on the Moon, not just the ship that would ferry astronauts from the Earth to 
lunar orbit and back. Again NASA refused to alter its position that LOR was 
the preferred approach. After discussing his reservations with the president, 
Wiesner decided not to insist on a formal meeting with Kennedy to make a 
final decision.1! 

On November 7, the day that NASA confirmed its tentative choice 
of lunar orbit rendezvous and announced its intent to issue the contract 
for the lunar lander to Grumman Aerospace, McGeorge Bundy wrote 
Wiesner, saying that the “President’s conclusion on the moon method is 
that he would like a last letter from Wiesner to Webb saying that Kennedy 
“thinks the time is coming for a final recommendation and relies on 
Director Webb to review all the arguments and to produce that recom- 
mendation.” Bundy also told Wiesner that “we should make Webb feel 
the responsibility for a definite decision and the importance of weighing 
all opinions, without trying to make his decision for him.” This com- 
munication was somewhat after the fact, given the NASA announcement 
that day.’ 
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Webb did write the requested letter to President Kennedy. He told the 
president that “by adopting LOR, the mission can be accomplished at least 
one year earlier in comparison to the EOR mode.” By this time, Webb was 
aware of Kennedy’s desire to accomplish the initial lunar landing at the earli- 
est possible date in order to give maximum assurance of accomplishing the 
landing before the Soviet Union did. The cost of LOR approach, suggested 
Webb, would be “10% to 15% less than for the EOR approach.” He told 
Kennedy that the decision to go with the LOR mode “had to be made at 
this time in order to maintain our schedules, which aim at a landing attempt 
in late 1967,” and that, with this decision made “we intend to drive forward 
vigorously on every segment of the manned lunar landing program.”’ 

With NASA’s November 7 announcement and Webb’s letter to Kennedy, 
NASA now indeed had all the pieces in place to “drive forward vigorously” 
on Project Apollo. Kennedy’s approach with respect to the LOR decision 
was again typical of his management style as president. He welcomed a wide 
variety of views being expressed while decisions were being made, but sel- 
dom if ever forced on an operating agency of the executive branch a course 
of action with which its leadership disagreed. If Kennedy felt that a wrong 
policy was being pursued, he was more likely to remove the agency head than 
insist on his carrying out a White House—imposed perspective. Now it was 
up to NASA to deliver on its commitments. 


“Not Because They are Easy, but Because They are Hard” 


Kennedy’s September 1962 trip to space installations was intended to give 
him a sense of the character and scope of the accelerated space effort he 
had approved in May 1961. At Huntsville, he saw one of the very large F-1 
engines that would be used to power the Moon rocket, and witnessed a test 
firing of the engines of the first stage of the Saturn 1 booster that generated 
1.5 million pounds of thrust. At the Cape Canaveral Air Force Station and 
the NASA Launch Operations Center on Merritt Island in Florida, he saw 
the launch pad from which two Saturn 1 boosters had already been success- 
fully launched, and was briefed on the Gemini and Apollo programs. He 
told the NASA staff at the Launch Operations Center that “as long as the 
decision has been made that our great system and others will be judged at 
least in one degree by how we do in the field of space, we might as well be 
first.”'* On the flight from Florida to his next stop in Houston, Kennedy 
spent more than an hour in informal conversation regarding both the civilian 
and the military space programs with BOB director Bell, director of defense 
research and engineering Harold Brown, and Seamans of NASA. Kennedy 
was surprised to discover that he and Seamans had both been members of 
the Class of 1940 at Harvard. (James Webb was on a separate plane with Vice 
President Johnson.) 

The trip also provided an opportunity to make a major speech on the 
reasons behind his decision to go to the Moon; that speech is often con- 
fused with the May 25, 1961, address to a joint session of Congress during 
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which Kennedy had announced his decision. At 10:00 a.m. on September 
12, 1962, on a day that was oppressively hot and humid, President Kennedy 
addressed a Houston crowd of more than 40,000 people, mostly students, 
in the Rice University football stadium. Like many other of the president’s 
speeches, various government agencies had suggested to the White House 
what Kennedy might say; in this case, material had been submitted to 
JFK’s top speechwriter Theodore Sorensen from at least NASA, BOB, the 
State Department, and by Sorensen’s brother Tom at the U.S. Information 
Agency. Sorensen drew on ideas, phrases, and words from most of these 
inputs in drafting Kennedy’s Rice University speech, but he was a consum- 
mate master of spoken rhetoric, and his drafts transcended the sometimes 
pedestrian content of the agency submissions. Even so, most of Kennedy’s 
speeches as president, including this memorable space address, were group 
products. 

The Rice University speech is perhaps most remembered for the line 
“we choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not 
because they are easy, but because they are hard.” The original version of 
this sentence was actually suggested by NASA; the agency’s lengthy input 
into the speech preparation included the sentences: “We chose to go to the 
moon in this decade not because it will be easy, but because it will be hard. 
It will bring out the best in us.” These words formed the basis of a much 
more eloquent declaration. As Kennedy spoke, he substituted the word 
“choose” for the word “chose,” and said, “we choose to go to the moon in 
this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because 
they are hard, because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best 
of our energies and skills, because that challenge is one that we are willing to 
accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, and one which we intend to win.” 
Among the other memorable sentences in Kennedy’s Rice University address 
are the following: 


“The exploration of space will go ahead, whether we join it or not, and 
it is one of the great adventures of all time, and no nation which expects 
to be the leader of other nations can expect to stay behind in the race for 
space.” 


“This generation does not intend to founder in the backwash of the com- 
ing age of space. We mean to be part of it—we mean to lead it.” (This 
last sentence was extemporized rather than in the prepared text of the 
speech.) 


“We set sail on this new sea because there is new knowledge to be gained, 
and new rights to be won, and they must be won and used for the prog- 
ress of all people.” 


“But why, some say, the moon? Why choose this as our goal? And they 
may well ask why climb the highest mountain. Why, 35 years ago, fly the 
Atlantic? Why does Rice play Texas?” (This last sentence was written into 
the speech’s reading text in Kennedy’s hand.) 
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“Many years ago the great British explorer George Mallory, who was to 
die on Mount Everest, was asked why did he want to climb it. He said, 
‘Because it is there.” Well, space is there, and we’re going to climb it, and 
the moon and planets are there, and new hopes for knowledge and peace 
are there. And, therefore, as we set sail we ask God’s blessing on the most 
hazardous and dangerous and greatest adventure on which man has ever 
embarked.”!5 


President Kennedy completed his tour of space installations later in the day, 
first visiting the temporary quarters of the new Manned Spacecraft Center 
in Houston, then flying to St. Louis to visit the plant of the McDonnell 
Aircraft Corporation, where the Mercury and Gemini spacecraft were devel- 
oped. By the time he returned to the White House, Kennedy had had an 
apparent change of mind; rather than giving high priority to controlling the 
costs of sending Americans to the Moon, Kennedy wanted to know “how 
soon can we get there?” 


To the Moon in 1966? 


At some point during his tour of NASA’s installations, President Kennedy 
asked NASA administrator James Webb whether it was possible to get to 
the Moon earlier than the late 1967 target date that NASA was using in its 
planning. This question was most likely prompted by Kennedy’s conversa- 
tion with manned space flight head Brainerd Holmes, whom Kennedy met 
for the first time during the Huntsville stop on the tour. Holmes had come 
to NASA in October 1961, and a year later was becoming impatient with the 
pace of the Apollo program and James Webb’s resistance to Holmes’s sugges- 
tion that it might be accelerated. 

Seamans, Holmes’s immediate supervisor, describes Holmes as having 
“blinders on...All he was going to do was just move to the best of his abil- 
ity on manned flight, but the devil take the hindmost on anything else.” 
Holmes also did not operate on the same wavelength as the verbose Webb; 
Holmes told Seamans, “I don’t understand what the hell the boss is talk- 
ing about a lot of the time on these general [management approach] things, 
and I could care less.” Holmes also “was a very exciting person for the news 
people... He had a way of expressing himself that made news because it was 
a little bit controversial.” Time magazine featured Holmes on the cover of 
its August 10, 1962, issue; in the issue’s six-page story “Reaching for the 
Moon,” Holmes was frequently mentioned, Webb not at all. Seamans also 
suggests that “among others who were sort of captivated... by Brainerd was 
the President.” After Holmes was introduced to Kennedy as they watched 
the firing of the Saturn 1 first stage at Huntsville, the press asked Holmes 
whether this was indeed the first time the two had met, suggesting “this 
is shocking that a man of your great responsibility should only be meeting 
the President for the first time right now.” According to Seamans, “this hit 
Brainerd sort of in a sensitive area. He was a somewhat egotistical guy.”'® 
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The controversy between Holmes and NASA’s top management sim- 
mered in the two months following President Kennedy’s September trip as 
NASA’s budget request for Fiscal Year 1964 was under review at the White 
House. On October 29, Webb wrote to Kennedy, responding to the presi- 
dent’s question of what it would take to move the target date for the first 
lunar landing to 1966. Webb told the president that NASA’s current target 
date of late 1967 “is based on a vigorous and driving program but does not 
represent a crash program,” while “a late 1966 target date would require a 
crash, high-risk effort.” By this time, NASA had sent BOB a request for a 
$6.2 billion budget for FY1964; this represented a 68 percent increase over 
the agency’s FY1963 budget. NASA also estimated that the first lunar land- 
ing might be targeted six months earlier if there was an immediate $427 
million supplement to the FY1963 NASA budget. To target the first landing 
in late 1966, a year earlier than then planned, NASA planning would have 
to be drastically revised and a supplementary $900 million would have to be 
provided in FY1963; in addition, the NASA budget for FY1964 would have 
to increase to $7.0 billion. Webb told President Kennedy that the budget and 
program projections were “preliminary” and not based on “detailed pro- 
grammatic plans,” but “we are prepared to place the manned lunar landing 
program on an all-out crash basis aimed at the late 1966 target date if you 
should decide this is in the national interest.”!” 

Holmes at some point in this period had formally asked Seamans to 
approve a $440 million FY1963 budget supplement, saying that such an 
increase would allow the first lunar landing attempt to come in late 1966. 
Seamans “couldn’t believe” Holmes’s claim that the program could be accel- 
erated by twelve months with such a relatively modest budget increase. He 
denied Holmes’s request; Holmes then asked for a meeting with Webb and 
Dryden; both also gave him a negative response. Holmes then turned to 
his friends at Time magazine, telling them that there was “an upheaval at 
NASA,” with Holmes and Webb “locked in deadly combat” and that “one 
of them might have to go, and it wasn’t necessarily Brainerd.”!® 

The possibility of a story about this internal dispute appearing in Time 
caught President Kennedy’s attention, and he asked science adviser Wiesner 
to meet with Hugh Sidey and Lansing Lamont, the Time/Life reporters pre- 
paring a story on “the lagging manned lunar program.” Wiesner did so on 
November 16; only Lamont was able to make the meeting because Sidey’s 
plane was grounded. Lamont reported that Time was being told “by NASA 
staff [undoubtedly Brainerd Holmes] and contractors that the lunar pro- 
gram is slipping for lack of funds,” that “$400 million is needed now to 
prevent a loss of six months,” and that “Mr. Webb discounts the lunar effort 
and is not backing your [Kennedy’s] commitment.” Wiesner contradicted 
Lamont’s conclusions, telling the reporter that “we have a hard driving pro- 
gram,” that “we had long since passed the point where money would make a 
major impact on the schedule,” and what was needed now was “good plan- 
ning and management.” Wiesner told the president that he did not think he 
“changed his [Lamont’s] views much, though I really tried.” After meeting 
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with Lamont, Wiesner called Seamans, who told Wiesner that he also had 
met with the reporter and delivered the same message as had Wiesner.!” 

The White House attempt at managing the Time story failed. In its issue 
dated November 23 (which was on newsstands on November 19), the maga- 
zine reported that “the U.S. man-to-the-moon program was in earthly trou- 
ble” due to the “clashing personalities and ideas of the project’s two top 
officials.” Holmes was described in the article as a “brilliant, aggressive elec- 
trical engineer with a hard-bitten talent for ramming through tough proj- 
ects,” while Webb was characterized as having “a cautious eye where money is 
concerned.” Time reported that Holmes believed that the lunar landing pro- 
gram “is already four to six months behind schedule—and the reason is that 
Webb is dragging his feet.” Webb was reported as saying, “the moon program 
is important, but it’s not the only important part of the space program,” while 
Holmes argued that Apollo was “the top priority program within NASA.” 
The article concluded that “such are the differences between Webb and 
Holmes that the whole program is in danger of bogging down.”?° 

John Kennedy was not the type of person, or president, to ignore this 
public reporting of a dispute with respect to one of his high priority initia- 
tives. He quickly called a cabinet room meeting to find out for himself what 
was going on. 


What is the Goal—Getting to the Moon First or Space 
Preeminence? 


The meeting took place on November 21; it was also an occasion to review 
NASA’s budget proposal for Fiscal Year 1964. The BOB had not yet for- 
warded to the president Webb’s October 29 letter about the budgetary impli- 
cations of accelerating the target date for the first lunar landing. Like many 
communications to the president from government agencies, this letter had 
been referred to one of the staff agencies of the executive office, in this 
case BOB, for review and a decision of whether it needed direct presidential 
attention. Kennedy may well have wondered why he had not heard from 
Webb after asking him about this possibility on his September tour, and 
that could have added to his concern about the accuracy of the Time article. 
Of course, Kennedy had also been immersed with the Cuban missile crisis 
and the midterm congressional elections in the interim. Budget director Bell 
prepared a November 13 memorandum on the NASA budget situation that 
incorporated the schedule and budget estimates in Webb’s October letter; 
this memorandum was distributed to all participants in the meeting. In his 
memorandum, Bell identified two policy issues on which presidential guid- 
ance was needed: 


1. “The pace at which the manned lunar landing should proceed, in view of 
the budgetary implications and other considerations,” and 

2. “The approach that should be taken to other space programs in the 
1964 budget, i.e., should they as a matter of policy be exempted from or 
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subjected to the restrictive budgetary ground rules applicable in 1964 to 
other programs of the Government.” 


NASA’s budget request for FY1964 was $6.2 billion, including $4.6 bil- 
lion for the lunar landing program and $1.6 billion for all other NASA activ- 
ities. To keep the program on an “optimum” schedule aiming at a mid-1967 
landing, Bell told the president, would require a supplementary appropriation 
of over $400 million in 1963 and about $550 million above the estimates for 
FY1964 made three months earlier. NASA’s recommended program aiming 
at a late 1967 landing would not require a FY1963 supplement, but would 
require the full $4.6 billion funding in FY1964. As Webb’s October 29 
letter had indicated, advancing the target date to late 1966 would require 
a $900 million supplement and “create enormous additional management 
problems.” Bell noted that “in NASA’s view and ours” such a course of 
action “would not appear to offer enough assurance of actually advancing 
the date of a successful attempt to be worth the cost and other problems 
involved.” Bell also offered a lower cost option that would slip the landing 
target date to late 1968; that option would require $3.7 billion for the lunar 
landing program in FY1964 rather than $4.6 billion and was “significant 
as indicating probably about the lowest 1964 estimate under which the first 
actual manned lunar landing might still be expected to occur during this 
decade, after a realistic allowance for slippage.” Bell also reported that “our 
understanding of the latest intelligence estimates is that there is no evidence 
yet that the Russians are actually developing either a larger booster... or ren- 
dezvous techniques.” Thus “extreme measures to advance somewhat our own 
target dates may not be necessary to preserve a good possibility that we will 
be first.” This may have been one of the first warnings to President Kennedy 
that the race to the Moon he thought the United States was running may not 
have been a race at all. But as the November 21 meeting unfolded, it became 
clear that Kennedy was still in a race mentality. 

With respect to the other portions of the NASA budget, Bell reported that 
it was NASA’s view that if there were any reduction in NASA’s $6.2 billion 
request, it should be applied “at least in part to the manned lunar landing 
program, in order to maintain a ‘balanced’ total program.” He added that 
“the Administrator and his principal assistants are fearful that the appeal 
and priority of the manned lunar landing program may turn NASA into 
a ‘one program agency’ with loss of leadership and standing in the scien- 
tific community at home and abroad, and inadequate provision for moving 
ahead with developments required for future capabilities in space.” The BOB 
did not agree with this line of argument, suggesting that the “unique sort 
of national decision” that led to the lunar landing program did not “auto- 
matically endow other space objectives and programs with a special degree 
of urgency.” The BOB suggested a $300 million cut in the “other activi- 
ties” part of the NASA budget, noting that while this amount might “seem 
small,” in the context of the overall space budget, it was “large compared to 
most other possibilities for adjustment in the 1964 budget.”?! 
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Present at the November 21 meeting in addition to President Kennedy 
were James Webb, Hugh Dryden, Robert Seamans, and Brainerd Holmes 
from NASA; David Bell, his deputy Elmer Staats, and Willis Shapley from 
BOB; Edward Welsh (Vice President Johnson had been invited but was out 
of town); and Jerome Wiesner. At some point in the meeting, President 
Kennedy activated the secret tape recording system that had been installed 
in July 1962 in the Oval Office, in the cabinet room, and on his telephone.” 
There is thus available a fascinating verbatim account of the portions of the 
meeting during which President Kennedy and James Webb got into a spir- 
ited discussion of the priority to be assigned to the lunar landing mission 
compared to other NASA activities.?? Excerpts of that conversation include: 


Kennedy: Do you think this [lunar landing] program is the top priority of the 
agency? 

Webb: No sir, I do not. I think it is one of the top priority programs. 

Kennedy: Jim, I think it is the top priority. I think we ought to have that 
very clear. Some of these other programs can slip six months, or nine 
months, and nothing strategic is going to happen... But this is important 
for political reasons, international political reasons. This is, whether we 
like it or not, in a sense a race. If we get second to the Moon, it’s nice, but 
it’s like being second any time. So if we’re second by six months because 
we didn’t give it the kind of priority [needed], then of course that would 
be very serious. So I think we have to take the view that this is top prior- 
ity with us. 


Kennedy: I would certainly not favor spending six or seven billion dollars to 
find out about space no matter how on the schedule we’re doing... Why 
are we spending seven million dollars on getting fresh water from salt 
water, when we’re spending seven billion dollars to find out about space? 
Obviously you wouldn’t put it on that priority except for the defense 
implications. And the second point is the fact that the Soviet Union has 
made this a test of the system. So that’s why we’re doing it. So I think 
we’ve got to take the view that this is the key program... Everything 
we do ought really to be tied to getting on the Moon ahead of the 
Russians. 

Webb: Why can’t it be tied to preeminence in space? 

Kennedy: Because, by God, we keep, we’ve been telling everybody we’re pre- 
eminent in space for five years and nobody believes it because they [the 
Soviets] have the booster and the satellite... We’re not going to settle the 
four hundred million this morning...But I do think we ought to get it, 
you know, really clear that the policy ought to be that this is the top prior- 
ity program of the agency, and one of the two things, except for defense, 
the top priority of the United States government. 

I think that is the position we ought to take. 
Now, this may not change anything about the schedule but at least we 
ought to be clear, otherwise we shouldn’t be spending this kind of money, 
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because I’m not that interested in space. I think it’s good, I think we ought 
to know about it, we’re ready to spend reasonable amounts of money. But 
we’re talking about these fantastic expenditures which wreck our budget 
and all these other domestic programs and the only justification for it in 
my opinion to do it in this time or fashion is because we hope to beat them 
and demonstrate that starting behind, as we did by a couple of years, by 
God, we passed them. 


In the course of the November 21 meeting, Brainerd Holmes apolo- 
gized for letting his differences with James Webb get into the press. He said: 
“T ought to add that I’m very sorry about this. I have no disagreement with 
Mr. Webb...1 think my job is to say how fast I think we can go for what 
dollars.” 

Just before he left the meeting, President Kennedy requested a letter 
from NASA stating clearly the agency’s position. First, Dryden drafted a 
relatively brief reply; then Seamans prepared a more extensive response. He 
took his draft to James Webb, who had stayed home from work with a severe 
migraine headache. (Seamans comments that “it’s not surprising that one 
occurred at this time.”) Seamans and Webb revised the letter to their and 
Dryden’s satisfaction; it was sent to President Kennedy on November 30. At 
that point, final decisions on the NASA FY1964 budget had still not been 
made, and so the nine-page letter included a plea for approval of NASA’s 
$6.2 billion request. The bulk of the letter supported the position that “the 
objective of our national space program is to become pre-eminent in all 
important aspects of this [space] endeavor and to conduct the program in 
such a manner that our emerging scientific, technological, and operational 
competence in space is clearly evident.” The letter noted that “the manned 
lunar landing program provides currently a natural focus for the develop- 
ment of national capabilities in space and, in addition, will provide a clear 
demonstration to the world of our accomplishments in space.” However, 
the letter argued, “the manned lunar landing program, although of the 
highest national priority, will not by itself create the pre-eminent position 
we seek.”4 

Because Vice President Johnson was not present at the November 21 
meeting, he was separately asked for his views on the issues discussed there. 
Budget director Bell wrote Johnson on November 28, saying that “the 
President would appreciate your views” on whether the manned lunar land- 
ing “should be regarded as the top priority program—or as one of the top 
priority programs” and on the “desirability and feasibility of augmenting 
the funding for the manned lunar landing program in the present fiscal 
year.” Johnson replied to Kennedy on December 4. He told the president 
that “as to the matter of relative priorities, I consider your Messages and 
Budget requests have made it clear that the Manned Lunar Landing Effort 
has the highest priority even though other projects are to be pursued vig- 
orously.” Between November 21 and his reply to Kennedy, Johnson had 
met with Brainerd Holmes for an hour to discuss the impact of a FY1963 
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budget supplement on the Apollo schedule, and had concluded that, “while 
I would urge any action that would have a reasonable chance of accelerat- 
ing the Manned Lunar Landing project target date,” he concurred with the 
conclusion of the NASA leadership that a “supplemental appropriation could 
not be made available in time to advance that date much, if any.” 

Even with all that he had heard, President Kennedy did not easily give 
up on the idea that the lunar landing program could be accelerated. As 
Kennedy toured various nuclear facilities in New Mexico and Nevada in 
early December 1962, he asked Wiesner to look once more into “the pos- 
sibility of speeding up the lunar landing program.” Wiesner on January 
10, 1963, reported to Kennedy that “approximately 100 million dollars 
of the previously discussed 326 million dollar supplementary could have 
a very important effect on the schedule.” Wiesner thought that funds in 
this amount might be transferred from the Department of Defense budget 
to pay for DOD involvement in NASA’s Project Gemini, the new NASA 
program to test out rendezvous activities in Earth orbit and to serve as a 
bridge between Mercury and Apollo. Wiesner told the president that funds 
in that amount could be used to advance the date of the first Saturn V 
launch by some five months, and there was some chance that this accelera- 
tion could allow an earlier attempt at the landing. Wiesner noted that “the 
date of the first lunar landing attempt can be accelerated only” if Saturn V 
availability were advanced. Kennedy the same day sent the Wiesner memo- 
randum with these suggestions to Vice President Johnson, asking for his 
views. Johnson replied on January 18, telling Kennedy that “the people we 
need on the Hill tell me that the supplemental request would be inadvis- 
able and could not be approved in time to accelerate the program.” With 
that response, the thought of requesting supplemental funds for NASA was 
put to rest.?° 

Even before this January exchange of correspondence, as the final bud- 
get decisions for Fiscal Year 1964 were made by the president and BOB in 
December 1963, any thought of a supplemental request for FY1963 were 
abandoned, reluctantly on the president’s part. Kennedy had once again 
accepted the position of NASA administrator Webb on how best to go for- 
ward. Indeed, BOB made reductions in both the lunar landing budget and 
the “other activities” portion of the NASA request. The president in mid- 
January 1963 sent a FY1964 budget proposal to the Congress requesting 
$5.712 billion for NASA, an almost half-billion dollar cut from what NASA 
had requested in September. Although the increase was not what NASA had 
hoped for, it still reflected a 55 percent jump over NASA’s FY1963 appro- 
priation. 


Conclusion 


By the end of 1962, the White House appeared to have accepted the arguments 
set forth in the November 30 NASA letter arguing that the lunar landing 
program, though clearly a very high NASA priority, was in itself insuffi- 
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cient to achieve the goal of American space preeminence—a clearly leading 
position in all areas of space activity. Seamans noted that “whether from 
agreement, exhaustion, or diversion, President Kennedy gave tacit approval 
to NASA’s programs and policies by not engaging us in further discussion 
on the questions of NASA’s top priority.” Seamans adds: “Preeminence in 
space on all fronts was our goal; landing men on the Moon was the top (DX) 
priority.”?” 

During 1963, John Kennedy was no longer totally focused on how soon 
the United States could get to the Moon; he seemed in fact to have accepted 
NASA’s argument that preeminence in all areas of space activity was the 
more appropriate goal. In addition, at least some of the president’s associ- 
ates, and perhaps Kennedy himself, questioned whether getting to the Moon 
before the Soviet Union remained a compelling national objective. Indeed, 
Kennedy asked, might it be both desirable and feasible to cooperate, rather 
than compete, with the Soviet Union in humanity’s first journeys beyond 
Earth orbit? John Kennedy had brought with him the idea that space might 
be a particularly promising arena for tension-reducing U.S.-Soviet coopera- 
tion as he entered the White House in January 1961, and it had never totally 
disappeared from his thinking. 


Chapter 10 


Early Attempts at Space Cooperation 


Dnesasie Sorensen recalls that “it is no secret that Kennedy would have 
preferred to cooperate with the Soviets” in space rather than compete with 
them.! In light of his soon-to-be-made decision to enter a space race in com- 
petition with the Soviet Union, it is worth noting that JFK’s initial priority on 
becoming president was to make space an area for U.S.-Soviet cooperation. 
Kennedy came into the White House believing that science and technology 
could be used as tools to advance foreign policy interests and to reduce inter- 
national tensions, and hoping that the habits of cooperation developed in 
sectors such as science and technology could spill over into areas more cen- 
tral to security interests. As a presidential candidate, Kennedy had said that 
“wherever we can find an area where Soviet and American interests permit 
effective cooperation, that area should be isolated and developed.” 

Space was one of those areas; Kennedy noted that “when the United 
States has at last developed rockets with larger thrust, certain aspects of the 
exploration of space might be handled by joint efforts; for the cost of space 
efforts will mount radically as we move ambitiously outward.”? Kennedy’s 
transition task force on space reinforced the view that space offered a prom- 
ising area for cooperation. The report of the Wiesner panel said that “our 
space activities, particularly...in the exploration of our solar system, offer 
exciting possibilities for international cooperation with all the nations of the 
world. The very ambitious and long-range space projects would prosper if 
they could be carried out in an atmosphere of cooperation as projects of all 
mankind instead of in the present atmosphere of national competition.”? 

President Kennedy soon followed up the call in his inaugural address “to 
explore the stars together” with a more detailed and specific proposal. In his 
State of the Union address on January 30, 1961, Kennedy announced: 


This Administration intends to explore promptly all possible areas of 
cooperation with the Soviet Union and other nations “to invoke the wonders of 
science instead of its terrors.” Specifically, I now invite all nations—including 
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the Soviet Union—to join with us in developing a weather prediction program, 
in a new communications satellite program and in preparation for probing the 
distant planets of Mars and Venus, probes which may someday unlock the 
deepest secrets of the universe. 

Today this country is ahead in the science and technology of space, while 
the Soviet Union is ahead in the capacity to lift large vehicles into orbit. Both 
nations would help themselves as well as other nations by removing these 
endeavors from the bitter and wasteful competition of the Cold War.* 


The launch of Yuri Gagarin on April 12 shifted Kennedy’s attention from 
how to cooperate in space to how to enter, and win, the space race. Even 
so, the notion that cooperation was a more desirable path than competition 
stayed with him, and the White House in late May 1961 made one more 
attempt to engage the Soviet Union in a cooperative mission to the Moon, 
even as Kennedy announced his decision to send Americans to the lunar 
surface. Again in 1962, after the successful flight of John Glenn, the first 
American to orbit the Earth, Kennedy offered to Premier Nikita Khrushchev 
a range of cooperative possibilities, this time in areas other than lunar explo- 
ration. Khrushchev agreed to discuss these possibilities, and in 1962 and 
1963 there were NASA-Soviet Academy of Sciences discussions that reached 
agreement in principle to cooperate. However, there was only modest sub- 
stantive cooperative activity in subsequent months and years. 

This chapter focuses on attempts during 1961 and 1962 to foster 
U.S.-Soviet cooperation in space, since they were of direct personal inter- 
est to President Kennedy. In a reversal from the position taken during 
the Eisenhower administration, where the emphasis with respect to space 
cooperation was on developing international arrangements and controls, 
Kennedy believed that direct cooperation between the two Cold War rivals 
was likely to make a greater contribution to an overall reduction in bilateral 
and thus global tensions.° The development of cooperative relations in space 
with other countries rarely rose to the presidential level for decision. NASA 
from its inception did develop such relations, particularly with Canada and 
the countries of Western Europe, but those emerging relationships are not 
discussed here.° 


The United Nations as the Venue for Space Cooperation? 


The United States had in a variety of formal and informal settings tried to 
engage the Soviet Union in space cooperation in the 1959-1960 period, 
without success.’ One possible arena for early space cooperation was the 
United Nations. A 1959 Soviet-sponsored General Assembly resolution had 
called for setting up a United Nations Committee on the Peaceful Uses of 
Outer Space and for convening a United Nations Conference on space mat- 
ters.® But the Soviet Union had refused to accept the proposed structure of 
the new committee, and thus there had been no progress on space matters 
made within the United Nations by January 1961. Following up on President 
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Kennedy’s call for space cooperation in the State of the Union Address, 
Secretary of State Dean Rusk in a February 2 memorandum suggested that 
talks be opened between the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, twice- 
defeated presidential candidate Adlai Stevenson, and his Soviet counterpart, 
with the aim of moving forward on establishing the committee and conven- 
ing the conference. These steps, said Rusk, would make the United Nations 
“the logical place to discuss the types of cooperative outer space proposals 
included in your State of the Union Message.”? 

After several weeks of discussion within the White House on how best 
to follow up the president’s speech initiatives, McGeorge Bundy replied to 
Secretary Rusk on February 28. Bundy suggested that in the four weeks 
since Rusk had sent his memorandum to the president, “events in the United 
Nations, and in particular the Soviet Union’s attitude toward that organiza- 
tion, have raised a question over here as to whether we really want to take 
active steps in that particular forum on this particular issue, with the Soviet 
Union, at this time.” Bundy’s feeling was “that the President would be reluc- 
tant to see us move in this direction now.” Bundy noted that the White 
House and the State Department had in the time since Rusk’s memorandum 
“agreed that Jerry Wiesner should be asked to take the lead in planning on 
the general problem of relations with the Soviet Union in this and other 
scientific fields.”!° 


Initial Proposals for U.S.-Soviet Space Cooperation 


Bilateral U.S.-U.S.S.R. cooperation was thus the preferred alternative to 
cooperating through the United Nations, and active discussion of this pos- 
sibility had begun soon after the president’s January 30 speech. Philip Farley, 
special assistant to the secretary of state for atomic energy and outer space, 
told Secretary Rusk on February 9 that he had been meeting with Wiesner 
and acting NASA administrator Dryden and had found “a good deal of 
uncertainty and diversity of expert opinion as to what makes technical and 
practical sense in the three areas mentioned in the President’s State of the 
Union message...as well as other possible areas of space cooperation.” To 
address this situation, the White House set up a “Task Force on International 
Cooperation in Space” in early February. The group was composed of both 
non-governmental people, particularly members of and consultants to the 
President’s Science Advisory Committee (PSAC), and officials from NASA, 
the Department of State, and the White House science office. The task force 
was charged both with identifying “the full range of possibilities for coop- 
erative efforts” and describing “the optimum shape of possible international 
cooperation in outer space...on the basis of pooling or even merging of 
efforts in a world-wide venture...Such a description of optimum interna- 
tional cooperation in space activities would be an important contribution to 
re-examination of U.S. objectives and programs in outer space.”!! The group 
was chaired by Bruno Rossi, a professor of physics at MIT, who had been a 
member of the Wiesner transition panel on outer space. 


162 JOHN F. KENNEDY AND THE RACE TO THE MOON 


The task force carried out its examination between February 17 and 
mid-March.” It came up with twenty-two specific proposals for U.S.-Soviet 
space cooperation, ranging from projects involving only data exchanges or 
coordination of separate projects, to intimate cooperation in ambitious proj- 
ects for the human exploration of the Moon and the robotic exploration of 
the planets, particularly Mars. At the first meeting on February 17, one of 
the members of the task force, Richard Porter of General Electric, submit- 
ted a memorandum suggesting a U.S.-Soviet “Rendezvous on the Moon” 
project to establish an international base on the surface of the Moon, along 
the lines of scientific bases in the Antarctic. Porter suggested that “if agree- 
ment could be reached on this major project between the United States and 
the USSR, all other bilateral and multilateral cooperative projects involving 
the USSR would become feasible and operative”; the group found this pro- 
posal intriguing. The thought was that if the United States and the Soviet 
Union agreed to cooperate in lunar exploration, they would then invite other 
nations to join in.!8 

As the Rossi task force was completing its examination, senior govern- 
ment officials were also discussing U.S.-Soviet space cooperation. On March 
8, Rusk met with new NASA administrator Webb and deputy administra- 
tor Dryden. Rusk told the NASA officials that there was “keen interest 
in the possibility of a productive approach to the Soviet Union for outer 
space cooperation.” Webb’s reaction was that, given the current uncertainty 
regarding the Kennedy administration’s approach to space, a “decision on 
approaches to the Soviets was secondary to deciding what the United States 
wanted to do in space.” Webb spoke of the opportunities for foreign rela- 
tions inherent in the space program, and told Rusk that in his three weeks 
since becoming NASA administrator he had concluded that there was a 
need for acceleration of the NASA program and increased funding “by a 
substantial amount.” Rusk in reply wondered “what the purpose was of 
activities in space on this major scale. Should not the objectives be clearly 
identified and undertaken not competitively but on behalf of the human 
race as a whole.”!* State Department leadership remained throughout the 
Apollo program a source of skepticism of the value of a unilateral large-scale 
space effort. 

The Rossi task force submitted its final report to Wiesner on March 20. 
The report noted that “a cooperative enterprise in this new and bold ven- 
ture would stimulate constructive thinking on the part of people all over 
the world and help reduce world tensions,” and that “it is vitally important 
for the avoidance of future conflicts to establish early cooperation in such 
fields where unchecked competition is likely to produce a dangerous situa- 
tion” such as “meteorological activities that might eventually lead to weather 
control, and large scale exploration of the moon and planets.” The report 
suggested that the United States should “give preference to projects that 
avoid the difficulties connected with a high degree of [Soviet] involvement 
or else to projects that are sufficiently bold and dramatic to sweep aside these 
difficulties.” Wiesner told Rossi that the task force had done a “superb” job 
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in providing “the essential scientific judgment that is prerequisite for any 
political action that may follow.”!® 

The task force report was next reviewed and revised by several of the 
government agencies involved in the space program. An April 4 draft report 
of this second review set out the political rationale for expanded U.S.-Soviet 
space cooperation: “ The objectives are to confirm concretely the U.S. pref- 
erence for a cooperative rather than competitive approach to space explora- 
tion, to contribute to reduction of Cold War tensions by demonstrating the 
possibility of cooperative enterprise between the U.S. and the USSR in a 
field of major public concern, and to achieve the substantive advantages of 
cooperation that in major projects would impose more of a strain on eco- 
nomic and manpower resources if carried out unilaterally.”'® 

Interestingly, this paragraph was missing in an April 13 draft of the 
report, perhaps reflecting a shift in White House thinking toward a more 
competitive stance in space in the wake of Yuri Gagarin’s April 12 orbital 
flight. Three categories of cooperative proposals were suggested in that draft: 
(1) use of existing or easily attainable ground facilities for the exchange of 
information and services; (2) coordination of independently launched satel- 
lite experiments; and (3) “coordination or cooperation in ambitious projects 
for the manned exploration of the moon and the unmanned exploration of 
the planets.” With regard to the third category, the document suggested 
“as a first step in non-limited cooperative effort, the U.S. and the USSR 
would each undertake to place a small party (about 3) of men on the moon.” 
Such an undertaking would have the “greatest potential for matching the 
President’s theme that ‘Both nations would help themselves as well as other 
nations by removing these endeavors from the bitter and wasteful competi- 
tion of the Cold War.’ ”?!” 

An early start on U.S.-Soviet space cooperation was not in the cards, how- 
ever. Even as the task force began its work, President Kennedy was receiv- 
ing initial indications that the Soviet Union was unlikely to be receptive to 
the kind of initiatives he had in mind. On February 13, he congratulated 
Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev on the launching of a Soviet scientific 
probe to Venus. In his reply, Khrushchev took note of Kennedy’s coopera- 
tive overtures in his inaugural address and State of the Union speech, but 
indicated that the creation of “favorable conditions” for space cooperation 
would require “settlement of the problem of disarmament.”!® This repeated 
the Soviet policy line of several years standing, linking cooperation in vari- 
ous areas, including space, to a U.S.-Soviet disarmament agreement, and did 
not auger well for the Kennedy approach of isolating areas of common U.S.- 
Soviet interest for cooperation even if tensions remained in the two coun- 
tries’ security relationship. Even so, as he met with new NASA administrator 
James Webb on March 22, the president stressed to Webb “his desire that 
we try to work out as many ideas as possible for utilization in the proposed 
conference with the Russians [a hoped-for Kennedy-Khrushchev summit 
meeting] for international cooperation. He said he hoped we would give this 
very high level attention.”!? 
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A Last Try at U.S.-Soviet Space Cooperation before 
Beginning the Race to the Moon 


On April 12, 1961, the Soviet Union once again achieved a spectacular space 
“first”—the orbiting of Soviet Air Force pilot Yuri Gagarin. As President 
Kennedy and his associates discussed how best to react to this newest Soviet 
achievement in space, notions of a cooperative initiative took a back seat. 
But the preference for cooperation was never far from Kennedy’s mind, and 
even as he decided that the United States should enter a space race, he at 
the same time made one more attempt to engage the Soviet Union in space 
cooperation. 

On May 16, President Kennedy received a letter from Soviet premier 
Nikita Khrushchev formally accepting Kennedy’s February suggestion that 
he and Kennedy meet. Khrushchev suggested that the meeting take place in 
Vienna in early June. This was to be the first (and what turned out to be the 
only) time the two superpower leaders met face-to-face. This late acceptance 
of Kennedy’s suggestion for such a meeting came after several rounds of 
communications between Moscow and Washington. The White House had 
believed the idea of a Kennedy-Khrushchev meeting dead after the Bay of 
Pigs debacle, but Khrushchev thought a meeting between the two heads of 
state could still be useful.?° From Khrushchev’s perspective, Kennedy and 
the United States were in a weakened position after the Bay of Pigs, and 
a summit meeting might result in compromises favoring Soviet interests. 
In a May 16 message to German chancellor Konrad Adenauer explaining 
his reasons for considering Khrushchev’s proposal for a meeting, Kennedy 
explained that he was “faced with the problem of going ahead with this or 
withdrawing my previous indication of my willingness to do so.” He added 
that he had given Khrushchev an “interim agreement” to a “get acquainted” 
meeting and that his “present disposition is to proceed ... provided that there 
are no further untoward developments meanwhile.” Kennedy expected the 
discussions at the meeting to be “quite general in character.”7! 

In preparing for the meeting with Khrushchev, the idea of proposing 
U.S.-USSR space cooperation was resurrected, even as planning for setting 
the goal ofa lunar landing before the Soviets was in its final stages. On May 
18, Jerome Wiesner sent the president two papers “on possible cooperative 
projects in space to be explored with the Soviet Union.” One of these papers 
was a memorandum for the president from the Department of State dated 
May 12 summarizing the work that had been carried out in the February- 
April time period; the other was the April 13 report on possible cooperative 
initiatives. The State Department memo listed ten possible areas of coopera- 
tion, ranging from “reciprocal ground-based support for space experiments” 
to “coordination or cooperation in manned exploration of the moon.” It 
suggested that the initial approach to the Soviet Union should offer “a range 
of choice as to the degree and scope of cooperation they wish to embark on” 
and should be “unpublicized and low-pressure.” The paper also suggested 
that “we should not exclude from our list a mention of the possibility of 
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cooperating in the most ambitious projects related to manned exploration 
of the moon and investigation of the planets.” This was so because such an 
omission would leave the United States “open to a Soviet initiative which 
would make them proponents of large-scale international cooperation, thus 
aligning them with a wide-spread sentiment...that such ventures should be 
undertaken cooperatively on behalf of all mankind.” The paper noted that 
“our recent astronaut flight [the May 5 suborbital mission of Alan Shepard] 
and the crystallization of plans for the expansion and acceleration of our 
space program have served to place us in a relatively favorable posture for an 
approach to the Soviets.” Wiesner asked Kennedy, “would you like me to do 
anything more about this?” 

Kennedy did indeed want these possibilities explored. According to one of 
those involved in preparing Kennedy for the summit meeting, the president 
did not have “any definite plan of procedure in mind.” Rather, “he wanted 
to keep himself flexible with a minimum of fixed positions, so as to be able 
to explore fully any openings that might emerge” during his conversations 
with the Soviet leader.” However, “the president did have in mind certain 
concrete possibilities for improving relations should the opportunity for pro- 
posing them arise. One that he considered might be particularly fruitful was 
cooperation in space.” 

Beginning in mid-May, Kennedy pursued both formal and informal paths 
to explore Soviet interest in space cooperation.”* As the agenda for the sum- 
mit meeting with Khrushchev was being planned, the president directed 
Dean Rusk to raise the possibility of space cooperation, including a joint 
lunar mission, with Soviet foreign minister Andrei Gromyko. Gromyko’s 
May 20 reply echoed the Soviet line—that without progress towards gen- 
eral disarmament, “all cooperation in the field of rocket research and any 
exchange of information about Soviet rocket technology is inconceivable.””* 

Kennedy did not accept this response as definitive. Beginning in the after- 
math of the Bay of Pigs crisis, the president had established a secret, back-chan- 
nel line of communication with the Soviet leadership. His brother, Attorney 
General Robert Kennedy, developed a relationship with Georgi Bolshakov, a 
mid-level agent of the intelligence service of the Soviet Army, the GRU, who 
was working under the cover of being a Soviet reporter in Washington. In 
the weeks before the summit, Robert Kennedy and Bolshakov met privately 
several times. The attorney general used the GRU agent to communicate 
President Kennedy’s thinking on what might be accomplished at a summit 
meeting directly to the Kremlin, and to receive back messages from the Soviet 
leadership, particularly with respect to the possibility of a summit agreement 
on a nuclear test ban as a step toward arms control. The Soviet response, 
which had been approved by the Presidium, left little hope for a successful 
summit unless the United States was willing to address the issue of the future 
status of Berlin after the Soviet Union signed a peace treaty with the commu- 
nist-controlled German Democratic Republic (East Germany).?° 

On May 21, following Gromyko’s negative response, Robert Kennedy 
added an inquiry to the Kremlin about the possibility of space cooperation to 


166 JOHN F. KENNEDY AND THE RACE TO THE MOON 


his conversations with Bolshakov. There was no response to this suggestion, 
and the president proceeded with announcing the lunar landing project in 
his address to Congress on May 25. 


Kennedy and Khrushchev Meet 


Space was one of four areas of scientific cooperation initially identified for 
possible discussion at the June 3-4 Vienna summit; the others were nuclear 
science, earth science, and life science. In a May 29 memorandum to the 
president on summit preparations, national security adviser Bundy attached 
“a new and much improved memorandum from Wiesner’s office.” This 
memorandum listed only four potential cooperative projects, two in space 
and two in nuclear science. The two space projects suggested were “use 
of ground facilities for cooperative experiments” and “planetary probes.” 
Cooperation in a lunar landing program was only briefly mentioned as one 
of the “other possible areas for cooperative projects.””” In transmitting the 
memorandum, Bundy cautioned the president that “your own proposals [on 
scientific cooperation] to Khrushchev should probably go no further than 
to express your own interest and to suggest that the matter be discussed 
at experts’ meeting arranged by Ambassador [Llewellyn] Thompson.” This 
approach was prudent, suggested Bundy, because “the practical process of 
scientific cooperation can be very difficult even with friends, and you will 
not want to get your own prestige hooked to specific negotiations that could 
be made sticky at any time by the Soviets.””8 

The Vienna summit was, in President Kennedy’s words, “a very sobering 
two days.” During their meetings, both alone with just interpreters present 
and with their staff, “Khrushchev had not given way before Kennedy’s rea- 
sonableness, nor Kennedy before Khrushchev’s intransigence.””? The Soviet 
leader insisted that he would sign a peace treaty with the German Democratic 
Republic by the end of the year, and that the new East German govern- 
ment would then have the right to cut off U.S. access to Berlin. Kennedy 
responded that this was unacceptable, and that if necessary the United States 
would use force to assure its access. Khrushchev replied “force will be met 
with force.” The president concluded his conversation with Khrushchev with 
the observation that “it would be a cold winter.”*° 

In this grim atmosphere, there was little chance to bring up secondary top- 
ics such as space cooperation. The only opportunities for more relaxed conver- 
sation came at two luncheons for the U.S. and Soviet delegations. At the June 
3 lunch hosted by President Kennedy, the talk turned to the flight of Yuri 
Gagarin and then to the possibility of lainching a man to the Moon. None 
of the other proposals for scientific cooperation prepared for Kennedy’s use 
were discussed. With respect to a lunar mission, Khrushchev said that “he was 
cautious because of the military aspects of such flights.” Then, “in response 
to the President’s inquiry whether the US and the USSR should go to the 
Moon together, Mr. Khrushchev first said no, but then said ‘all right, why 
not?’” Reportedly, the second response was made “half-jokingly.” The next 
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John F. Kennedy and Nikita Khrushchev at the Vienna Summit Meeting, June 3-4, 1961 
(JFK Library photograph). 


day it was Khrushchev’s turn to host a lunch, and once again Kennedy turned 
the conversation to a mission to the Moon. Khrushchev commented that “he 
was placing certain restraints on projects for a flight to the moon.” The Soviet 
premier noted that “such an operation” would be “very expensive” and might 
“weaken Soviet defenses.” He added: “Of course, Soviet scientists want to go 
to the moon,” but “the U.S. should go first because it is rich and then the 
Soviet Union would follow.” President Kennedy once again suggested a coop- 
erative lunar landing effort; Khrushchev retracted his casual agreement of the 
preceding day, noting that “cooperation in outer space would be impossible 
as long as there was no disarmament.” This was the case because “rockets are 
used for both military and scientific purposes.” To Kennedy’s suggestion that 
perhaps Soviet and U.S. lunar missions could be coordinated in their timing 
in order to save money, Khrushchev replied “that this might be possible but 
noted that so far there had been few practical uses of outer space launchings. 
The race was costly and was primarily for prestige purposes.”*! 

The reason for this overnight change of mind, even if he had been serious 
in his response on the preceding day, was apparently Khrushchev’s consul- 
tations with his advisers. The Soviet chairman’s son, Sergey Khrushchev, 
has suggested that in May 1961 “my father was faced with the decision of 
whether to accept the challenge [of a race to the Moon] and be prepared to 
spend billions for the sake of keeping the palms of victory, or whether he 
should step aside and allow his undoubtedly richer competitor to get ahead 
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of him... My father was not prepared to answer this question.” In addition, 
“the military men came out against this proposal—they wanted to protect 
their secrets. Korolev [Sergei Korolev, the “chief designer” of the Soviet 
space program] was also against it, since he did not like the idea of sharing 
the palms of leadership with anyone.” In his memoirs, Nikita Khrushchev 
explains his unwillingness to cooperate in space as being due to the Soviet 
weakness in intercontinental ballistic missiles. He noted that “we had only 
one good missile at the time; it was the Semyorka [the R-7 ICBM]...Had 
we decided to cooperate with the Americans in space research, we would 
have had to reveal to them the design of the booster for the Semyorka.” He 
added: “We knew if we let them have a look at our rocket, they’d easily be 
able to copy it.” Thus, “they would have learned its limitations, and from a 
military standpoint, it did have serious limitations. In short, by showing the 
Americans our Semyorka, we would have been giving away both our strength 
and revealing our weakness.”*? 

There the discussion on space cooperation ended. During the remainder 
of 1961, Cold War tensions were high and the Berlin Wall was erected; the 
outlook for any significant space cooperation between the United States and 
the Soviet Union was correspondingly bleak. President Kennedy’s proposal to 
the Congress and the nation that the United States embark on an extremely 
ambitious space effort, with Project Apollo as its centerpiece, received wide- 
spread political support. The idea that the lunar landing program might be 
a joint U.S.-Soviet undertaking appeared stillborn, and other areas of poten- 
tial space cooperation remained unexplored. 


The Beginnings of U.S.-Soviet Space Cooperation 


On February 20, 1962, U.S. astronaut John Glenn completed the first U.S. 
orbital space flight. Among the congratulations for the success received at 
the White House was a February 21 telegram from Nikita Khrushchev. 
In the message, Khrushchev suggested that “if our countries pooled their 
efforts—scientific, technical and material—to master the universe, this 
would be very beneficial for the advance of science and would be joyfully 
acclaimed by all peoples who would like to see scientific achievements ben- 
efit man and not be used for ‘Cold War’ purposes and the arms race.”*4 
What was surprising in this message was that Khrushchev did not link the 
possibility of space cooperation to prior agreement on steps toward disar- 
mament.*> 

The White House lost no time in its reply, since it appeared to provide 
the opening that President Kennedy had been seeking since his first days in 
office. On the next day, Kennedy sent a replying telegram to Khrushchev, 
saying “I welcome your statement that our countries should cooperate in 
the exploration of space. I have long held this belief and indeed put it forth 
strongly in my first State of the Union message.” Kennedy added: “I am 
instructing the appropriate officers of this Government to prepare new and 
concrete proposals for immediate projects of common action, and I hope 
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that at a very early date our representatives may meet to discuss our ideas and 
yours in a spirit of practical cooperation.”*° 

On February 23, McGeorge Bundy issued a National Security Action 
Memorandum (NSAM) to the secretary of state, directing him to cooperate 
with the NASA administrator and the special assistant to the president for 
science and technology to “promptly develop” the new proposals called for 
in the president’s telegram, “together with recommendations as to the best 
way of opening discussion with Soviet representatives on these matters.” On 
February 27, Bundy sent out a revised memorandum, adding the executive 
secretary of the National Aeronautics and Space Council to the list of those 
being asked to develop the cooperative proposals.*” (There were continu- 
ing tensions over roles and responsibilities between Wiesner’s science office, 
which reported directly to the president, and the Space Council, which 
reported to the vice president. Leaving mention of the Space Council out of 
the original draft of the National Security Action Memorandum could have 
been either inadvertent or intentional; it does suggest that Vice President 
Johnson and the Space Council were not seen as central to international 
space issues.) On February 23, Bundy also sent a separate memorandum 
to NASA administrator Webb, explaining that while the NSAM had been 
addressed to the secretary of state because it involved international negotia- 
tions, President Kennedy “wants you to know how much he understands the 
central role of your organization in this problem.” Moreover, said Bundy, 
the president had asked him to add a “private word.” Kennedy recognized 
“that there are lots of problems in this kind of cooperation, and he knows 
that you have a great head of steam in projects which we do not want to see 
interrupted or slowed down.” However, “there is real political advantage for 
us if we can make clear that we are forthcoming and energetic in plans for 
peaceful cooperation with the Soviets in this sphere. It is even conceivable 
that progress on this front would have an automatic dampening effect on 
the Berlin crisis.” For these reasons, suggested Bundy, “the President hopes 
that you will urge your people to go a little out of their way to find good 
projects.”°8 

The process of drafting a letter for the president to send to Khrushchev 
revealed some significant differences in perspective among NASA, the 
Department of State, and the White House science office. According to 
Eugene Skolnikoff, who at the time was on Wiesner’s White House staff 
handling international issues, NASA proposed to include only those proj- 
ects that it judged both technically and politically desirable, and tended to 
emphasize information exchanges rather than more extensive and intimate 
cooperation. This was consistent with the approach that had been developed 
several years earlier by Hugh Dryden and NASA’s international affairs head, 
Arnold Frutkin. NASA argued that any cooperative undertaking must have 
meaningful substantive merit as a necessary condition, and not be under- 
taken primarily for political reasons. 

Only through the intervention of the White House science office was a 
broader range of potential projects added to the draft list of proposals. Then 
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the State Department watered down the list, favoring the NASA approach. 
Jerome Wiesner was, together with President Kennedy, interested in coop- 
erative undertakings that might produce substantial political benefits, even 
if their technical contributions were relatively minimal. Wiesner and his staff 
were often at odds with NASA over the space agency’s conservative approach 
to space cooperation.*? 

On March 6, Secretary of State Dean Rusk forwarded to the president 
a draft letter for Chairman Khrushchev that contained “a range of specific 
proposals...in a manner designed to facilitate a positive Soviet response.” 
The letter reflected the State Department concern that the potential 
contributions of other nations be recognized, but it did not link any potential 
bilateral discussions to the upcoming initial meeting of the UN Committee 
on the Peaceful Uses of Outer Space, which was scheduled for later in March, 
saying only that the results of the bilateral talks would be reported to the 
Committee. Rusk told Kennedy, “if you approve this proposed letter, we 
would plan to deliver it promptly...without publicity for a sufficient period 
of time to allow for a serious Soviet reply. We would, however, inform a few 
interested countries confidentially of this action.”*° 

Kennedy approved the letter; it was sent to Nikita Khrushchev on March 
7. It first listed some relatively modest proposals for specific areas of coopera- 
tion, including a joint weather satellite system, cooperation in space tracking, 
research on the Earth’s magnetic field, satellite communications experiments, 
and space medicine. There was no mention of specific cooperation in human 
flights to the Moon or even in Earth orbit.*! However, Kennedy noted in 
the letter that “beyond these specific projects we are prepared now to dis- 
cuss broader cooperation in the still more challenging projects which must 
be undertaken in the exploration of outer space.” Observing that “leaders of 
the United States space program have developed detailed plans for an orderly 
sequence of manned and unmanned flights for the exploration of space and 
the planets,” the president suggested that “out of discussion of these plans, 
and of your own, for undertaking the tasks of this decade would undoubt- 
edly emerge possibilities for substantive scientific and technical cooperation 
in manned and unmanned space investigations.”*? 

Khrushchev replied to Kennedy’s letter on March 20. He noted “with 
satisfaction” that his proposal “that our two countries unite their efforts in 
the conquest of space has met with the necessary understanding on the part 
of the Government of the United States.” He found that Kennedy’s mes- 
sage showed “that the direction of your thoughts does not differ in essence 
from what we conceive to be practical measures in the field of such coop- 
eration,” and asked “what then should be our starting point?” He reacted 
favorably to most of the U.S. proposals contained in Kennedy’s letter, and 
added to the list of areas for possible cooperation joint robotic exploration 
of the Moon and the planets, search and rescue of re-entered satellites, espe- 
cially spacecraft with people on board, and various legal problems associated 
with space activity. Like Kennedy, Khrushchev agreed that “in the future, 
international cooperation in the conquest of space will undoubtedly extend 


EARLY ATTEMPTS AT SPACE COOPERATION 171 


to even newer fields of space exploration if we can now lay a firm foundation 
for it.” Khrushchev also noted, reinjecting the longstanding Soviet position 
into the interchange, “it appears obvious to me that the scale of our coop- 
eration in the peaceful conquest of space, as well as the choice of lines along 
which such cooperation would seem possible is to a certain extent related to 
the solution of the disarmament problem...Considerably broader prospects 
for cooperation and uniting our scientific-technical achievements, up to and 
including joint construction of spacecraft for reaching other planets—the 
moon, Venus, Mars—will arise when agreement on disarmament has been 
achieved.” Khrushchev agreed to an early start in discussions on coopera- 
tion, saying that “representatives of the USSR on the UN Space Committee 
will be given instructions to meet with representatives of the United States 
in order to discuss concrete questions of cooperation.”*% 

With this exchange of letters, the logjam in getting started on U.S.-Soviet 
discussions on space cooperation had been broken. On March 27-30, 1962, 
toward the end of the first meeting of the Committee on the Peaceful Uses 
of Outer Space, there was an initial round of discussions between a U.S. del- 
egation led by NASA deputy administrator Dryden and a Soviet delegation 
led by academician Anatoly Blagonravov. The State Department guidance 
for this first round of talks was “to make clear the genuine U.S. interest 
in cooperation” and “to explore the Soviet attitude toward cooperation.” 
Dryden was instructed to “make it clear we are willing to take concrete, 
practical first steps in order to get started despite the problems of secrecy 
which particularly troubles the Soviet side.”4* The talks were to be “private 
with no publicity other than to acknowledge that exploratory talks had been 
held and would continue”; U.S. allies and other interested parties would be 
“informed confidentially” about the nature of the talks. Although Dryden 
was a senior official of NASA and thus intimately knowledgeable about U.S. 
space policy and programs, Blagonravov as a member of the Soviet Academy 
of Sciences was several steps removed from a similar position of influence 
and knowledge in the Soviet Union. Even after President Kennedy had des- 
ignated Dryden as the head of the U.S. delegation, McGeorge Bundy had 
raised the possibility of identifying as the lead negotiator for future discus- 
sions a more publicly known figure, “with good standing in the Congress,” 
so that “there would be confidence that the United States is not giving any- 
thing away, but at the same time taking a positive approach.”4° When the 
initial discussions, which were characterized as “amicable but inconclusive,” 
suggested that no high-profile cooperative agreement was in the offing, this 
idea was abandoned, and Dryden was designated as the U.S. lead in subse- 
quent negotiations. 

While these initial meetings were in general free of cold war propaganda, 
on March 28 Blagonravov stated that prior to his departure from Moscow 
he had been instructed by his government “to convey a message from Soviet 
scientists to the effect that they would welcome a joint statement by US and 
USSR scientists restricting outer space to peaceful purposes and condemning 
the use of ‘spy-in-the-sky’ satellites.” The freedom to operate reconnaissance 
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satellites was a very high priority for President Kennedy, and Dryden quickly 
told Blagonravov that such a suggestion was a “legal and political question” 
and thus not within the scope of the current discussions. The talks identified 
several areas of mutual interest for further negotiations, and the delegations 
agreed to meet again in one or two months.*° 

At an April 20 senior-level meeting chaired by under secretary of state 
George McGhee to review the U.S.-Soviet interactions, Dryden noted that 
the “Soviets clearly prefer that cooperative arrangements with the US be 
developed and implemented on a step-by-step basis” and that “at the moment 
it appears unlikely that any significant measure of joint effort in outer space 
activities will develop.” Both NASA administrator Webb and Space Council 
executive secretary Welsh agreed that such a step-by-step approach was pref- 
erable; Wiesner also thought that this would probably have to be the way to 
proceed, even though, reflecting the president’s priorities, he would have 
preferred more substantial cooperative engagements. In preparing Under 
Secretary McGhee for the meeting, Philip Farley suggested that “in view of 
the past interest of the White House in a possible major political negotia- 
tion with the Soviet Union for outer space cooperation, if the step by step 
approach is agreed to be the most feasible one,” it would be desirable “to 
obtain the President’s concurrence.”4” 

To obtain that agreement, Secretary of State Dean Rusk wrote the presi- 
dent on May 15, reporting that the president’s senior advisers on space had 
agreed “that the present low-key, step-by-step approach through informal 
talks by scientific representatives holds the most promise of breaking through 
Soviet reservations and initiating cooperation.” He added that “for the time 
being we do not think it necessary or wise to set a specific deadline by which 
these talks should be completed successfully or terminated.”48 In another 
meeting with Under Secretary McGhee on May 18, Dryden was told that 
President Kennedy was not interested in propaganda payoffs but rather “he 
had in mind real cooperation,” and that Kennedy “was anxious to go just as 
far as the Soviets could go.”*? 

From May 30 to June 8, 1962, there was a second round of meetings, this 
time in Geneva, between a U.S. delegation, once again headed by Dryden, 
and a Soviet delegation, once again headed by Blagonravov. These negotia- 
tions led to a June 8 agreement to cooperate in three areas: (1) the exchange 
of weather data from satellites and the eventual coordinated launching of 
meteorological satellites; (2) a joint effort to map the geomagnetic field of the 
Earth; and (3) cooperation in the experimental relay of communications. 

Under secretary of state George Ball wrote the president on July 5 to 
inform him of the results of these discussions and to propose a future course 
of action. Ball told Kennedy that the agreements reached in Geneva “repre- 
sent a sound way of proceeding so long as they are adhered to by the Soviet 
Government and are developed in such a way as not to foster an impres- 
sion abroad that they represent a more significant step toward US-Soviet 
cooperation than they actually do or that US-USSR cooperation will in any 
way preempt the cooperation already being developed with other countries.” 
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Ball’s memorandum set out seven next steps in the cooperative process; these 
steps had emerged from a recent interagency meeting similar to that follow- 
ing the March talks.°° 

Bundy responded to the Ball memorandum on July 18, saying that “the 
President concurs in the general approach described in the report.” In his 
cover memorandum obtaining the president’s concurrence, Bundy noted 
that “I know that you [Kennedy] have been concerned lest Dryden make 
agreements that might come under political attack. I believe that these three 
projects are quite safe. They have been reviewed with a beady eye by CIA 
[Central Intelligence Agency] and Defense, and they have been reported in 
detail to determined and watchful Congressmen like Tiger Teague, with no 
criticism.” In these projects, Bundy suggested, “we get as much as we give” 
and “neither our advanced techniques nor our cognate reconnaissance capa- 
bilities will be compromised.”*! 

Thus a modest start had been made in U.S.-Soviet space cooperation. The 
three initial areas for cooperation were quite limited in comparison with 
both the hopes of early 1961 and President Kennedy’s June 1961 suggestion 
to Nikita Khrushchev of cooperation in going to the Moon. But, as Donald 
Hornig, Princeton chemist and chair of the space panel of the President’s 
Scientific Advisory Committee (and later science adviser to President Lyndon 
Johnson), who had been a member of the U.S. delegation to the Geneva 
talks, observed to Wiesner: “I believe about as much was achieved as was 
possible at this time. The USSR representatives were apparently anxious to 
conclude an agreement” but “were extremely cautious,” suggesting that “we 
must take little steps before we can take bigger ones.”°? 

This incremental approach, favored by NASA and the State Department, 
was not sufficient for President Kennedy. As 1963 unfolded, he once again 
sought Soviet cooperation in going to the Moon. 


This page intentionally left blank 


Chapter 11 


To the Moon Together: Pursuit 
of an Illusion? 


Preiien: Kennedy’s suggestion to Nikita Khrushchev at the June 1961 
Vienna summit that the United States and the Soviet Union cooperate in 
flights to the Moon was made privately, and was not subsequently widely 
reported. The 1962 discussions on space cooperation were carried out on 
a low-key basis, with their results being made public only after agreement 
had been reached. In contrast, President Kennedy’s next cooperative initia- 
tive came in a most public fashion. Addressing the General Assembly of the 
United Nations on September 20, 1963, Kennedy said “in a field where the 
United States and the Soviet Union have a special capacity—in the field of 
space—there is room for new cooperation . ..I include among these possibili- 
ties a joint expedition to the moon.” “Why,” Kennedy asked, “should man’s 
first flight to the moon be a matter of national competition? ...Surely we 
should explore whether the scientists and astronauts of our two countries— 
indeed of all the world—cannot work together in the conquest of space, 
sending some day in this decade to the moon not the representatives of a 
single nation, but representatives of all our countries.”! 

Kennedy’s proposal came as a major surprise to all but a few people who 
had been involved in preparing his United Nations speech or had been 
advised by the president of his intent. The decision to include the proposal 
in the president’s speech was made just a day or two before September 20, 
although Kennedy had been mulling the idea for some time. The offer was 
the personal initiative of the president and a few of his closest advisers. 

Responsible for drafting the UN address were presidential assistant Arthur 
Schlesinger, Jr. and State Department official Richard Gardner. Schlesinger 
suggests that as the two “canvassed the scientific and technical agencies of 
the government, we discovered that specific proposals of American-Soviet 
cooperation seemed trivial compared to the enormities of the space age.” As 
they searched for more dramatic initiatives, “there swam into our minds the 
thought of merging the Russian and American expeditions to the moon.”? 


176 JOHN F. KENNEDY AND THE RACE TO THE MOON 


Without clearing the idea with anyone else, Schlesinger included language 
proposing such a cooperative lunar mission in the speech draft “to see how 
it sounded.”* Schlesinger says that he “had forgotten that the President had 
himself suggested this to Khrushchev in Vienna in 1961,” and thus was not 
“prepared for his quick approval.” 

Between the September 20 speech and his assassination two months later, 
President Kennedy continued to hope for a positive response to his proposal 
and, when it seemed to come in early November, to push NASA to come up 
with ways of turning the proposal into reality. Given all the practical diffi- 
culties of doing so, in addition to continuing skepticism within NASA and 
among many in Congress about the wisdom of the proposal in the first place, 
he may well indeed have been in “pursuit of an illusion’—the thought that 
the space arena might “be used as a means to swing the US and the USSR 
from competition to cooperation.”> But certainly Kennedy was not prac- 
ticing what Walter McDougall has characterized as “benign hypocrisy”—a 
willingness to cooperate only in areas “where the United States was safely 
dominant.” McDougall suggests that Kennedy’s words about U.S.-USSR 
space cooperation “were just exercises at image-building.”® The record sug- 
gests a different interpretation—that in 1963 Kennedy was quite serious 
in his hope that there were practical ways of making U.S. space projects, 
including the challenging undertaking of sending people to the Moon, an 
area for reducing U.S.-Soviet tensions and for developing habits of working 
together. 


Background to the President’s Proposal 


The reasons why President Kennedy chose to propose such a major step 
in U.S.-Soviet space cooperation were well summarized by Theodore 
Sorensen: 


I think the President had three objectives in space. One was to ensure its 
demilitarization. The second was to prevent the field to be occupied to the 
Russians to the exclusion of the United States. And the third was to make 
certain that American scientific prestige and American scientific effort were at 
the top. Those three goals all would have been assured in a space effort which 
culminated in our beating the Russians to the moon. All three of them would 
have been endangered had the Russians continued to outpace us in their space 
effort and beat us to the moon. But I believe all three of those goals would 
also have been assured by a joint Soviet-American venture to the moon. 

The difficulty was that in 1961, although the President favored the joint 
effort, we had comparatively few chips to offer. Obviously the Russians were 
well ahead of us at that time... But by 1963, our effort had accelerated con- 
siderably. There was a very real chance we were even with the Soviets in this 
effort. In addition, our relations with the Soviets, following the Cuban missile 
crisis and the test ban treaty, were much improved—so the President felt that, 
without harming any of those three goals, we now were in a position to ask the 
Soviets to join us and make it efficient and economical for both countries.” 
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A New “Strategy of Peace” 


In the aftermath of the Cuban missile crisis, President Kennedy sought ways 
of lessening the U.S.-Russian tensions and mistrust that had led to that situ- 
ation. He first tried to once again engage Nikita Khrushchev in discussions 
on a test ban treaty, but progress toward that objective was slow. By June 
1963, he was ready for a broader approach—a new “strategy of peace.”* In a 
June 10 commencement address at American University in Washington, DC, 
Kennedy outlined his approach to a “more practical, more attainable peace,” 
one based on “a series of concrete actions and effective agreements which are 
in the interest of all concerned... Both the United States and its allies, and 
the Soviet Union and its allies, have a mutually deep interest in a just and 
genuine peace...Genuine peace must be the product of many nations, the 
sum of many acts.”? 

President Kennedy did not mention space cooperation in this speech, 
an omission seen as “striking” by Harvey and Ciccoritti “in view of the 
great stress he had placed earlier on space as a means of bridging differences 
between the two countries.” They suggest that “Kennedy for some time had 
been having second thoughts about pushing space cooperation under existing 
circumstances.” They offer as evidence for this view Kennedy’s disappoint- 
ment with the results of the 1962 space cooperation agreement and the fact 
that “Kennedy had become more and more enthusiastic over the competitive 
aspects of the space endeavor.” Kennedy, they suggest, “was really interested 
[in space cooperation] only if the Russians should prove ready to cooperate 
in a manner and ona scale that would involve meaningful movement toward 
a genuine rapprochement between the two countries. Otherwise, the US 
would continue with its program in strict competition with the USSR, since 
he considered it essential to the national interest that the US continue to 
develop the capabilities for the full mastery of space.”!° 

Asomewhat different interpretation of Kennedy’s views at the time is more 
convincing. As suggested in Sorensen’s view cited earlier, in the post-Cuban 
missile crisis détente atmosphere of 1963, and with the increasing costs and 
mounting criticisms of the lunar landing program, it is likely that President 
Kennedy was even more interested in U.S.-Soviet space cooperation than had 
previously been the case. The President in mid-1963 was actively consider- 
ing resurrecting the idea. He certainly did not seem to think that he was “in 
pursuit of an illusion,” but rather pursuing a course of action that was in the 
U.S. interest. Other than a call for negotiations on a nuclear test ban treaty, 
Kennedy did not mention any other area for potential U.S.-Soviet coopera- 
tion in his American University speech, so the fact that he did not mention 
space cooperation specifically is less than “striking.” It was logical for him to 
return to a proposal for cooperation in the lunar landing program as one of 
the “concrete actions” needed to implement his “strategy for peace.” 

An August 9 Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) memorandum on “The 
New Phase of Soviet Policy” provided evidence that Kennedy’s strategy was 
well conceived. On July 25 the Soviet Union agreed to sign a Limited Test 
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Ban Treaty, including a prohibition on tests in outer space. The CIA analysis 
thought that Nikita Khrushchev in the post-missile crisis period had “a 
vested interest in perpetuating ...the impression that a new era in East-West 
relations has begun” and that “the USSR intends to sustain an atmosphere 
of reduced tensions for some time.” These observations were certainly sup- 
portive of a proposal for enhanced space cooperation as part of President 
Kennedy’s new approach."! 

By mid-1963 there was increasing criticism of the lunar landing program 
from both sides of the political spectrum. Theodore Sorensen was asked 
whether by 1963 “the size of this [space] program and its rate of growth 
were beginning to worry the President, and that he was more eager to stress 
the cooperative issue because he was dubious about either the wisdom or the 
possibility of maintaining the rate of increase that NASA was suggesting.” 
Sorensen replied that Kennedy “was understandably reluctant to continue 
that rate of increase. He wished to find ways to spend less money on the 
program...How much that motivated his offer to the Russians, though, I 
don’t know.”!? 


Were the Soviets Actually Racing? 


One issue as Kennedy considered resurrecting a cooperative proposal was 
whether the U.S.-USSR race to the Moon was real. The White House in 
1963 in fact did not know whether there was an ongoing Soviet effort to 
send people to the Moon. A December 1962 National Intelligence Estimate 
regarding the Soviet space program had observed: “Our evidence as to the 
future course of the Soviet space program is very limited. Our estimates 
are therefore based largely on extrapolation from past Soviet space activi- 
ties and on judgments as to likely advances in Soviet technology.” The 
estimate went on to say that “the top Soviet leaders have not committed 
themselves publicly to competition with the US in achieving a manned 
lunar landing, and it is highly unlikely that they will do so...On the basis 
of present evidence, we cannot say definitely at this time that the Soviets 
aim to achieve a manned lunar landing ahead of or in close competition 
with the US, but we believe that the chances are better than even that this 
is a Soviet objective.”!% 

It seems as if the president was not aware of this intelligence estimate. He 
asked CIA director John McCone on April 29, 1963, “Do we have very much 
information, and if so, what does it indicate, on the Soviet effort in space?” 
Kennedy that day had read an article in The Christian Science Monitor sug- 
gesting that there was an increased Soviet effort in space and asked McCone 
“What is our view on it?”!4 

A formal response to Kennedy’s question did not come for several months. 
In a CIA analysis dated October 1, 1963, and titled “A Brief Look at the 
Soviet Space Program,” the agency gave an even less precise estimate of 
Soviet capabilities and intentions than it had the prior December, saying that 
the Soviet space plans 
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unquestionably include manned lunar landings... but there is no evidence that 
the program is proceeding on a crash basis... It is believed that the Soviets 
intend to compete vigorously in the early exploration of the moon and that 
this effort will include manned flights, although probably not early manned 
landings. 

It is not yet possible to settle with assurance whether the Soviets are 
engaged in a manned lunar landing program competitive with the United 
States. Definitive indications of the Soviets being in such a race have not been 
found, but could be submerged to such an extent that they might exist with- 
out being so identified. In December 1962, it was estimated that there was 
a better than even chance that the Soviets had a competitive manned lunar 
landing program though no firm conclusion could be reached. A later review 
of pertinent material produced essentially the same judgment. At present there 
is still no firm evidence of the existence of such a program, but because of 
the passage of time, it is estimated that a competitive program aimed at the 
1968-1970 time period is somewhat less likely than before. Though the flight 
testing of a new larger booster and a new manned capsule have been predicted, 
no firm evidence of their early introduction has as yet been noted.!® 


The uncertainty in the United States at this time about the exact character 
of a Soviet program to send men to the moon is in retrospect understand- 
able, since the situation in the Soviet Union was both complex and confus- 
ing. While design work on a large booster able to carry out a manned lunar 
mission was already underway, those developments were not yet known to 
USS. intelligence services. There was a debate within the Soviet space system 
over both the wisdom of a lunar mission and the assignment of responsibil- 
ity for such a mission, should it be initiated. Final Soviet approval of a lunar 
landing mission did not come until 1964.!° 


A British Intervention 


An unsolicited suggestion that the Soviet Union did not in fact have a lunar 
landing program came from a somewhat questionable source, but was widely 
reported. On July 17, 1963, there were press accounts that British scientist 
Sir Bernard Lovell, director of the Jodrell Bank Radio Observatory, who 
had just returned from a visit to the Soviet Union, was saying, “a month 
ago I believed, like everyone else in the West, that the US-Soviet Moon race 
was a real struggle. Now I seriously doubt it.” One NASA official deeply 
involved in international affairs characterized Lovell’s attempt to influence 
the course of affairs in 1963 “by all odds the strangest chapter in US/USSR 
space relationships.”!7 

Asked at a press conference on July 17 about whether, in light of Lovell’s 
statement, the United States intended to continue its lunar landing pro- 
gram, President Kennedy replied “in the first place, we don’t know what 
the Russians are—what their plans may be.” But “there is every evidence 
that they are carrying on a major campaign and diverting greatly needed 
resources to their space effort... I think we ought to go right ahead with our 
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own program and go to the moon before the end of the decade.” Pressed on 
the issue, Kennedy continued, in apparent agreement with the position taken 
by James Webb in November 1962: “The point of the matter always has 
been not only of our excitement or interest in being on the moon, but the 
capacity to dominate space, which would be developed by a moon flight ...I 
think we should continue and I would not be diverted by a newspaper story.” 
Asked about the possibility of the United States cooperating with the Soviet 
Union in a lunar mission, Kennedy said for the first time publicly “we have 
said before to the Soviet Union that we would be very interested in coop- 
eration.” However, he added, “ the kind of cooperative effort which would 
be required for the Soviet Union and the United States to go to the moon 
would require a breaking down of a good many barriers of suspicion and 
distrust and hostility which exist between the Communist world and our- 
selves.” Kennedy concluded that he would “welcome” such cooperation, but 
that he “did not see it yet, unfortunately.”!® 

Ina July 23 letter to NASA deputy administrator Dryden, Lovell provided 
more details on his conversations with M.V. Keldysh, president of the Soviet 
Academy of Sciences. He reported that Keldysh had informed him of “the 
rejection (at least for the time being) of the plans for the manned lunar land- 
ing” because of several uncertainties regarding the feasibility of such a mis- 
sion. Keldysh also said that “the manned project might be revived if progress 
in the next few years gave hope” that such an undertaking would indeed be 
feasible. Keldysh was reported as saying that “he believed the appropriate 
procedure would be to formulate the task on an international basis.” More 
specifically, Keldysh suggested “that the time was now appropriate for sci- 
entists to formulate on an international basis (a) the reasons why it is desir- 
able to engage in the manned lunar enterprise and (b) to draw up a list of 
scientific tasks which a man on the moon could deal with that which could 
not be solved by instruments alone.”!’ As noted earlier, the Soviet Academy 
of Sciences had limited involvement in, and knowledge of, the Soviet space 
program, and particularly its human spaceflight aspects, yet Keldysh’s state- 
ments were seen by the media and some politicians as authoritative. 

President Kennedy was kept aware of the issues raised by Lovell’s letter. 
The CIA told the White House that the letter was “another step in a Soviet 
move to internationalize manned lunar exploration.” Wiesner forwarded to 
Kennedy a July 25 article in the New Scientist magazine written by Lovell 
about his views on the Soviet program; Wiesner highlighted the sections of 
the article dealing with human space flight.?° 

During August, “speculation mounted...with more and more of a ten- 
dency to move to an assumption that the USSR has in fact indicated that it 
wanted to cooperate rather than compete in a moon landing... There was 
a feeling in NASA that the state of Soviet thinking should be fully checked 
out,” on the outside chance that “the USSR may indeed wish to inspire a 
slowdown or mutual accommodation in this space race.” Thus, in an August 
21 letter to Soviet Academy President Keldysh, Dryden offered to meet with 
Blagonravov “to discuss further proposals for cooperation.”?! 
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The two met over lunch at the United Nations in New York on September 
11. Dryden reported that “Blagonravov stated that ‘Lovell’s statement (i.e., 
that there was a temporary hold in the lunar program) might be true as 
of today.’” Dryden told his counterpart that “it was not necessary to use 
Lovell as a channel to convey Soviet desires to the U.S.” Blagonravov also 
raised “the possibility of cooperation in manned lunar exploration after 
instrumented landings on the moon had been made.” According to Dryden, 
“this is a real change from previous discussions in which he had taken the 
point of view that there was no use in discussing cooperation in this area 
because of the political situation.” Dryden judged “that the Russians as well 
as us are having discussions on the value of manned lunar landing,” but 
that it was “dangerous” to rely only on statements coming from the Soviet 
Academy for an understanding of Soviet plans, since he was convinced that 
the Soviet lunar landing program “is a program originated and operated by 
the military.”?? 

The reality was that neither President Kennedy, nor NASA, nor anyone 
else in the U.S. government knew the true state of Soviet space efforts and 
internal debates as of September 1963. Each participant in the decision pro- 
cess brought his own values and objectives to the deliberations. Thus it is 
somewhat ingenuous to have observed, as did one senior NASA official, that 
the Lovell letter and the Dryden-Blagonravov conversation “contributed to 
an apparently coherent and progressive picture of Soviet readiness either to 
abandon their own lunar program or join in a cooperative effort,” and that 
this was “a dangerously misleading view for the credulous, the uninformed, 
and the wishful thinkers in official and unofficial places.”?4 


Kennedy Proposes a Joint Lunar Mission 


Mid-1963 developments—improved U.S.-Soviet relations, growing criti- 
cisms of the U.S. Moon program, White House concerns about its costs, 
and possible signals of Soviet openness to collaboration—formed the back- 
ground against which President Kennedy decided in September 1963 to 
include a suggestion of U.S.-Soviet cooperation in going to the Moon in his 
September 20 address before the United Nations General Assembly. 


JFK Still Interested 


Whether or not Kennedy had ever given up on the idea of such cooperation 
during the difficult days of 1961 and 1962, the changed situation in 1963 
made him again interested in actively pursuing the idea. As noted above, in 
his July 17 press conference, Kennedy for the first time had publicly stated 
his preference for a cooperative approach to lunar exploration. 

The United States and the Soviet Union agreed to a Limited Test Ban 
Treaty on July 25, six weeks after JFK’s American University speech, 
and the relationship between the two nuclear powers was less tense then 
at any time since Kennedy had come to the White House. As part of 
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Secretary of State Dean Rusk’s agenda when he was in Moscow in early 
August to sign the treaty, Kennedy asked Rusk to raise the space coopera- 
tion possibility with Nikita Khrushchev. When Rusk did so, Khrushchev 
responded only with a quip: “Sure, I’ send a man to the moon. You bring 
him back.”?4 Kennedy himself discussed the possibility in an August 26 
meeting with Soviet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin. At the end of a wide 
ranging conversation, the president “raised the question of activities in 
outer space.” He talked about possible cooperative projects, “including 
going to the moon.” Dobrynin found this “an interesting thought” and 
told Kennedy he would raise it with Khrushchev, saying that he was aware 
that Khrushchev was interested in “more cooperation in outer space.” 
Kennedy told the Soviet ambassador that “if each knew the other’s ambi- 
tions and plans, it might be easier to avoid all-out competition” and that 
“if Mr. Khrushchev thought that a cooperative effort was possible, he 
would be interested.””5 

On September 10, U.S. ambassador Foy Kohler visited Soviet foreign min- 
ister Gromyko in Moscow. Kohler referred to President Kennedy’s August 
26 conversation with Dobrynin, and asked whether the Soviet government 
“had given consideration to the President’s broad, imaginative proposal for 
joint cooperation in outer space projects and if he would be prepared to 
discuss this subject” during his forthcoming visit to the United States to 
attend the United Nations General Assembly’s opening sessions. Gromyko 
indicated that the Soviet Union “agreed in principle with the idea and he 
would of course be prepared to examine any specific proposals [that the] US 
might have in mind.”?¢ 

Kohler reported this conversation to the president at a September 17 White 
House meeting. Kennedy first asked Kohler for his views on the concept of a 
joint lunar mission. Kohler told Kennedy that Gromyko had found the sug- 
gestion “interesting”; however, Kohler thought that the “Soviets were both 
intrigued and puzzled by what the president might have in mind.” Thus 
Gromyko, while giving a “cautious welcome” to the president’s idea, had 
asked that “we come up with some concrete suggestions.” Kennedy replied 
that “while this was not an idea that he had considered in detail, he contin- 
ued to be interested in developing it and thought it would in fact be useful, 
for example, and save a great deal of expense if we could come to some kind 
of agreement with the USSR on the problem of sending a man to the moon.” 
Kohler repeated that he thought that “there might be some real interest in 
developing cooperation in this field since Khrushchev had a problem of allo- 
cation of extremely limited resources” and that made carrying out Kennedy’s 
proposal “relatively simple.”7 

Speechwriter Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., may not have been aware of these 
presidential initiatives and conversations when he inserted language pro- 
posing a joint U.S.-Soviet moon mission in his draft of the UN address, 
although it is hard to conclude that he independently came up with the same 
idea. But there is no doubt that the concept had been widely discussed by 
President Kennedy and others between July and September 1963. 
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Kennedy Decides to Make the Offer 


The meeting with Ambassador Kohler on September 17 was apparently the 
final confirmation of Soviet interest Kennedy needed to decide to insert 
the cooperative offer into his United Nations speech. Kennedy kept a pre- 
viously scheduled September 18 appointment with NASA administrator 
James Webb to discuss a variety of space policy and budget issues. In a 
memorandum to the president in advance of the meeting, national secu- 
rity adviser McGeorge Bundy reported that Webb had called him to say 
that there had been “more forthcoming noises about cooperation from 
Blagonravov in the UN” and that “Webb himself is quite open to an explo- 
ration of possible cooperation with the Soviets” in the lunar landing effort. 
Bundy added that “the obvious choice is whether to press for cooperation 
or to continue to use the Soviet space effort as a spur to our own,” and 
that his “own hasty judgment is that the central question here is whether 
to compete or to cooperate with the Soviets in a manned lunar landing.” 
Bundy noted that: 


1 If we compete, we should do everything we can to unify all agencies of the 
United States Government in a combined space program which comes as 
near to our existing pledges as possible; 

2 If we cooperate, the pressure comes off, and we can easily argue that it was 
our crash effort on ’61 and ’62 which made the Soviets ready to cooper- 
ate. 


Bundy added: “I am for cooperation if it is possible, and I think we need 
to make a really major effort inside and outside the government to find out 
in fact whether in fact it can be done.”?® Bundy’s preference for a coopera- 
tive approach was an important complement to Kennedy’s own inclinations, 
given the increasing reliance that the president was placing on Bundy’s views 
on national security and foreign policy issues. 

By the time he met with Webb on September 18, Kennedy had all but 
finally decided to proceed with the cooperative proposal. According to 
Webb, “the President said that he was thinking of making another effort 
with respect to cooperation with the Russians, and that he might do it before 
the United Nations, and he said ‘Are you in sufficient control to prevent my 
being undercut in NASA if I do that?’ So in a sense he didn’t ask me if he 
should do it; he told me he thought he should do it and wanted to do it and 
that he wanted some assurance from me as to whether he would be undercut 
at NASA.”9 

Robert Gilruth, the director of the Manned Spacecraft Center in 
Houston, the NASA facility with the lead role in the Moon mission, on 
September 17 (at which point he had no idea that the President would pro- 
pose just that in three days) had “ruled out as impractical” the suggestion 
of a joint mission, even though the proposal “would be very interesting.” 
The article reporting Gilruth’s remarks appeared in The New York Times on 
the morning of September 18, and was probably the reason Kennedy asked 
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Webb at their meeting that day if he could control the NASA response to 
his cooperative proposal. Harvey and Ciccoritti suggest that “actually Webb 
had serious reservations about the enterprise, but felt that since the President 
was telling him and not asking him, it would be best to simply go along 
with the President’s wishes.” Webb’s fear was that damage might be done 
the U.S. program without any real prospect of achieving anything insofar 
as the Russians were concerned. Webb also felt that there had not been suf- 
ficient consultation within the administration and with congressional lead- 
ers. Indeed, given the last minute insertion of the cooperative proposal into 
the speech, no one in the Congress had been consulted. Neither, appar- 
ently, had Vice President Johnson or at least his Space Council staff; Edward 
Welsh called the proposal “startling” and wondered whether “it will have 
any impact other than to show our willingness to cooperate and possibly to 
suggest further slow-downs by the Congress.” The staff of NASA was also 
not happy to hear of the president’s intent; its effect was “to cause consterna- 
tion in the Space Agency because it had not been consulted on a matter so 
vital to its objectives and timetable.”*° 

On September 19, Soviet foreign minister Gromyko in his address to the 
UN General Assembly suggested that following the Limited Test Ban Treaty 
with additional steps in relaxing global tensions was desirable; this was inter- 
preted at the White House as a further indication that the time was ripe for 
a dramatic U.S. proposal on space cooperation. The cooperative proposal 
was incorporated in Theodore Sorensen’s final draft of Kennedy’s United 
Nations speech, prepared only on September 19. The same day, Bundy tele- 
phoned James Webb and told him that the president had decided to go ahead 
with the proposal. Webb “immediately telephoned directions around to the 
[NASA] centers to make no comment of any kind or description on this 
matter.” 

Thus the stage was set. Kennedy’s September 20 address was intended 
to set out the role of the United Nations in his strategy of peace. This was 
so because, he proclaimed, in the organization’s development, “rests the 
only true alternative to war, and war appeals no longer as a rational alterna- 
tive.” Kennedy noted that “the clouds have lifted a little” as result of various 
U.S.-Soviet interactions over the preceding months, leading to a “pause in 
the Cold War.” Such a pause, he suggested, could lead to the Soviet Union 
and the United States, together with their allies, finding additional areas of 
agreement. It was in this context that Kennedy proposed that the United 
States and the Soviet Union join together, so that the first people to travel to 
the moon “would not be representatives of a single nation, but representa- 
tives of all our countries.”*? 


Reactions to the Proposal 


Reactions to Kennedy’s proposal were quick to appear and mixed in charac- 
ter. The New York Times editorialized that the proposal showed that Kennedy 
was “courageous” and that he was “able and willing to seize the opportunity 
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of the moment to exercise an imaginative political initiative.” In the same 
edition of the newspaper, reporter John Finney noted that Kennedy’s pro- 
posal had “caught many Government officials by surprise,” caused “bewil- 
derment,” and was seen by many in Washington as “the first step toward 
pulling out of the costly ‘moon race.’” The Times reported the next day that 
“Europe’s Press Praises Kennedy,” citing the Manchester Guardian’s charac- 
terization of the president’s proposal as a “minor master-stroke.” Two weeks 
later, the Times reported that Brainerd Holmes, who had left his position 
in NASA as head of manned space flight in June, thought that a coopera- 
tive lunar mission would be “a very costly, very inefficient, probably a very 
dangerous way, to execute the program.” The trade publication Missiles and 
Rockets was most negative, rejecting “such a naive internationalist approach 
to the lunar project. It can only harm the U.S. effort to the benefit of the 
Soviet Union.” The magazine characterized Kennedy’s proposal as “ill con- 
ceived,” potentially leading to the U.S. manned space flight program facing 
the prospect of “dwindling from one of the most exciting challenges ever 
accepted by a nation to an unimportant pawn in the Cold War to be sacri- 
ficed in the first gambit of appeasement.”*? 


Congressional Criticism 


While some in Congress, such as Senator William Fulbright (D-AK), chair- 
man of the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, received the presi- 
dent’s proposal positively, many members questioned whether the Kennedy 
was intending to back away from the commitment to a U.S. lunar landing 
program for which they had been willing to approve exponential budget 
increases in 1961 and 1962. Webb was “a little surprised” by this reaction, 
thinking that “a President ought to be able to put that kind of thing for- 
ward in a speech at the UN for discussion on a world-wide basis.” Based 
on his September 18 conversation with the president, reducing his support 
for Apollo was not Webb’s understanding of the reason for Kennedy’s pro- 
posal; Webb took “Kennedy’s word on the basis of full faith and credit” 
that his reason for suggesting cooperation was related to broader strategic 
issues. 

Columnist Drew Pearson noted that “one of the most significant points 
about JFK’s U.N. speech was that he bucked the wrath of the senior and 
sometimes wrathy moguls of Congress.” Pearson expected Representative 
Albert Thomas to “bellow like a Texas steer at the idea of taking part of the 
moon project away from Houston and putting it in Moscow.” Pearson recog- 
nized that the reasoning behind Kennedy’s proposal was “his new strategy 
of pushing for peace: The belief that you have to build one success on top of 
another if the peace is to be won. He had scored one important international 
success with the test-ban treaty. And he had the alternative of sitting still and 
letting the favorable atmosphere which it created slowly get nibbled away by 
the harpies, or of proposing new dramatic moves to strengthen the founda- 
tion for peace.”*4 
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Pearson was correct about Albert Thomas. Thomas, who had used his 
position as chair of the House appropriations subcommittee in control of 
NASA funds to bring the Manned Spacecraft Center to the Houston area, 
wrote to President Kennedy on September 21. He first commended the 
president on his speech the previous day, saying that “it clearly sets you out 
as the leader of the world in international affairs.” He then noted that “the 
press and many private individuals seized upon your offer to cooperate with 
the Russians in a moon shot as a weakening of your former position of a 
forthright and strong effort in lunar landings.” Thomas asked Kennedy for 
“a letter clarifying your position with reference to our immediate effort in 
this regard.”?° 

Kennedy quickly replied in a letter that stands as the clearest statement 
of his rationale for the cooperative proposal. He stated that “in my view an 
energetic continuation of our strong space effort is essential, and the need 
for this effort is, if anything, increased by our intent to work for increasing 
cooperation if the Soviet Government proves willing.” He noted that “the 
idea of cooperation in space is not new,” and that “my statement in the 
United Nations is a direct development of a policy long held by the United 
States Government.” He added: 


This great national effort and this steadily stated readiness to cooperate with 
others are not in conflict. They are mutually supporting elements of a single 
policy. We do not make our space effort with the narrow purpose of national 
aggrandizement. We make it so that the United States may have a leading 
and honorable role in mankind’s peaceful conquest of space. It is this great 
effort which permits us now to offer increased cooperation with no suspicion 
anywhere that we speak from weakness. And in the same way, our readiness to 
cooperate with others enlarges the international meaning of our own peaceful 
American program in space. 

In my judgment, then, our renewed and extended purpose of cooperation, 
so far from offering any excuse for slackening or weakness in our space effort, 
is one reason more for moving ahead with the great program to which we have 
been committed as a country for more than two years. 

So the position of the United States is clear. If cooperation is possible, we 
mean to cooperate, and we shall do so from a position made strong and solid 
by our national effort in space. If cooperation is not possible—and as realists 
we must plan for this contingency too—then the same strong national effort 
will serve all free men’s interest in space, and protect us also against possible 
hazards to our national security. So let us press on.*° 


Even before the president’s United Nations speech, the House of 
Representatives had reduced NASA’s budget for Fiscal Year 1964 from the 
$5.7 billion that had been requested by the president to $5.1 billion, a cut of 
almost 11 percent. A post-speech attempt on the floor of the House to reduce 
the NASA budget by an additional $700 million was defeated by a 47 to 132 
vote after four hours of acrimonious debate, but the House did approve by a 
125-110 margin a resolution saying that no part of the NASA appropriation 
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could be used for a cooperative program involving any “Communist, 
Communist-dominated or Communist controlled country.”°” 

James Webb was able to convince the Senate Appropriations Committee 
to modify, but not delete, this prohibition, and the final NASA FY1963 
appropriations bill included a statement that “no part of any appropriation 
made available to the National Aeronautics and Space Administration by this 
Act shall be used for the expenses of participating in a manned lunar landing 
to be carried out jointly by the United States and any other country without 
the consent of Congress.”** This statement was incorporated into the appro- 
priations bill over the objections of the White House. 


No Soviet Response 


There was no immediate response to the president’s proposal from Nikita 
Khrushchev or any other official Soviet source. The newspaper Za Rubezhom 
on September 28 suggested that Kennedy’s proposal was “propaganda” and 
“distracts attention from joint earthly exploits directed at attaining peace 
and reduction of world tension.” Pravda, the Communist Party newspaper, 
on October 2 reprinted without comment a column by Walter Lippman, 
who was widely respected in both the United States and the Soviet Union; 
the column had appeared in the American press on September 24. In the 
column, Lippman had suggested that “the main merit of the proposal” was 
“the opportunity it offered for the US to escape its commitment to the 
moon goal.”°? 

As the White House waited for a Soviet reply, a report from a new source 
appeared that seemed to counter the idea that the Soviet Union had aban- 
doned or postponed its lunar landing program. The Washington Post on 
October 8 reported that Leonid Sedov, characterized as the “father of the 
Sputnik,” had said that it would be two or three years “at least” before an 
initial Soviet lunar landing attempt. The headline for the story read “Red 
Expects Moon Shot in 3 Years.” Wiesner reported to the president that there 
was nothing in the story that “really supports the headline that was attached 
to it.”*° When cosmonauts Yuri Gagarin and Valentina Tereshkova (the first 
woman in space) visited the UN General Assembly in October, they made no 
direct mention of Kennedy’s proposal. 

In response to an October 25 question posed to Nikita Khrushchev about 
whether the Soviet Union had a lunar landing program planned for the not 
too distant future, the Soviet leader said: “It would be very interesting to take 
a trip to the moon. But I cannot at present say when this will be done. We 
are not at the present planning flight by cosmonauts to the moon...I have a 
report to the effect that the Americans want to land a man on the moon by 
1970. Well, let’s wish them success...We do not want to compete with the 
sending of men to the moon without careful preparation. It is clear that no 
benefits would be derived from such a competition.”*! 

There were a number of interpretations of Khrushchev’s remarks within 
the U.S. intelligence community. A “current intelligence memorandum” 
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prepared by the CIA suggested that “Khrushchev’s statement on a manned 
lunar landing suggests that at least one program bearing on defense may 
already have fallen victim to his new economic priorities,” interpreting the 
Soviet premier’s remarks as acknowledging the cancellation of an ongoing 
lunar landing program. This memorandum noted that “Khrushchev’s actual 
remarks hardly warrant the dramatic US news agency treatment that the 
Soviet premier has ‘withdrawn’ from the moon race.” A different office in 
the CIA on October 29 advised McGeorge Bundy that “the primary intent 
of Khrushchev’s statement was to change the focus of the space race.” This 
analysis noted that Khrushchev’s remarks were similar to statements he had 
made to visiting journalists in 1961 and 1962 and to views “deliberately 
given to Western scientists by Soviet scientific officials earlier this year.” 
(This presumably referred to the Soviet contacts with Bernard Lovell.) Thus, 
the analysis suggested, Khrushchev’s statements should not be interpreted as 
indicating “that the Soviet leaders have taken some major decisions in recent 
weeks affecting the scope or pace of their lunar program.” Rather, a major 
intent of Khrushchev’s statement was a “deliberate effort to downgrade the 
urgency of a manned lunar landing” and thus influence “U.S. Congressional 
and public opinion on the question of the expenditures and pace of the U.S. 
lunar program,” thereby “making it clear that the Soviet Union is unwilling 
to allow the United States to set the terms for competition in space.” The head 
of the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research told Secretary 
of State Rusk that in his answer at the press conference, Khrushchev “did not 
withdraw from the space race,” “did not say that the USSR might not make 
the first successful moon landing,” “did not accept President Kennedy’s pro- 
posal,” and “committed to nothing.” The State Department analysis sug- 
gested that Khrushchev regarded Kennedy’s offer of cooperation “as a vague 
one, to which he can appropriately respond in vaguely approving terms with- 
out undertaking negotiations or obligations.” One of Wiesner’s staff sug- 
gested that Khrushchev’s statement “recognizes that the U.S. determination 
to send a man to the moon and back has called the bluff of their pretentions 
since 1957 to world technological leadership.” The U.S. lunar landing deci- 
sion has also “contributed in a non-belligerent way to imposing major strains 
on the Soviet economy and their ability to carry out expansionist objectives. 
Our technological challenge, along with steadfastness over Cuba exactly a year 
ago, has been successful in getting them to trim their sails.”*? 


Was Cooperation Really Possible? 


In the first weeks of November 1963 there was seemingly a real opportunity 
to act on President Kennedy’s initiative to turn the lunar landing program 
into a cooperative enterprise. But was the United States ready to seize that 
opportunity? And was meaningful cooperation technically feasible? 

In the weeks following the president’s United Nations speech, the lack 
of a Soviet response had left U.S. officials somewhat uncertain on how to 
proceed. This did not put a halt, however, to thinking about the issue. On 
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the Monday following the president’s Friday address, NASA administrator 
Webb drafted “policy guidance for NASA staff.” Webb sent a copy to the 
White House, where it was approved by McGeorge Bundy the same day. The 
only deletion Bundy made from Webb’s draft was to strike a sentence saying 
“No one should be misled by any feeling that the President has put this for- 
ward as a political move or as a sign of weakening support for the program.” 
Webb pointed out that the president had said only that “we should explore” 
whether a joint moon mission was feasible, and that “the key word here is 
‘explore, and the projection of the purpose as ‘joint’ is a statement of how 
far we would be willing to go in our ‘exploration’ talks and examination.” 
Webb added that “while we are putting forward to the Russians the possibil- 
ity of working with them, and opening up to the world the image of a nation 
prepared to address itself to all the problems of cooperation in this extremely 
important area to which weapons systems have not yet been extended, we 
must continue the forward drive of the US effort.” The NASA official in 
charge of the agency’s international relations, Arnold Frutkin, noted that 
“to jump from the suggestion that the matter be explored to the conclusion 
that the President was explicitly asking to put a US spacecraft upon a Soviet 
booster for a lunar voyage, or vice versa, or suggesting that American and 
Soviet astronauts be paired off for joint trips to the moon...were unwar- 
ranted” conclusions, yet “they served as the straw men for the shafts and 
arrows directed at the ‘feasibility’ of the proposal.”*? In thinking about how 
the president’s proposal might be implemented, should a positive response 
from the Soviet Union be received, NASA once again preferred a cautious, 
step-by-step approach. Webb pointed out that as a “first step” the United 
States and the Soviet Union could cooperate on choosing a landing site, 
and that “a joint effort could start with lots of things short of putting each 
other’s men on the same space craft.”4* 

Deputy under secretary of state U. Alexis Johnson wrote to Webb on 
October 14, noting that while the United States had not received a Soviet 
response to the president’s proposal, “we should have as clear as possible 
an understanding of the broad technical aspects involved,” should such a 
response be forthcoming. Johnson noted that “it seems doubtful that the 
Soviets will soon bring themselves to face up to the severe security, program- 
matic and political problems involved in discussing such a joint undertak- 
ing.” He asked Webb to suggest “What modes of cooperation would be most 
useful? Which would be practicable? Which would be most advantageous 
from the viewpoint of our national program? Which would be most likely to 
evoke a constructive response from the Soviets?”4° 

The NASA response to the State Department letter noted that “the objec- 
tive, as we understand it, is a substantive rather than a propaganda gain in 
relations with the Soviet Union, to be achieved through meaningful rather 
than token projects, with comparable contributions by both sides and with- 
out, at this stage, compromising our ability to pursue our own programs.” 
After listing several of the “virtually unlimited number of specific proposals” 
for cooperation, NASA indicated that it would “strongly prefer” that such 
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proposals be used only “as a second resort.” Rather, “first priority should be 
placed instead on an escalating series of exchanges which are, in their initial 
stages, subject to verification and are, therefore, calculated to build a level of 
confidence upon which progressively significant cooperative activities may 
be based.” NASA pointed out that even the modest cooperative activities 
agreed to in June 1962 had not yet been implemented by the Soviet Union, 
which was “seriously delinquent” in this respect.*° 

Senior White House interest in cooperation intensified at the end of 
October. On October 25, McGeorge Bundy requested that interested par- 
ties prepare concrete proposals for how to proceed with planning for space 
cooperation negotiations with the Soviet Union. A few days later, Bundy 
received a specially prepared estimate of Soviet intentions from the CIA. 
That estimate was likely similar to the October 1 CIA analysis of the Soviet 
space program cited earlier. Since the later analysis had been completed 
after President Kennedy had made his September 20 cooperative proposal, 
it noted that “if the Soviets are not engaged in an all-out manned land- 
ing program, it is expected that they will substitute major goals or some- 
how reduce the effects of the U.S. accomplishment.” The CIA added that 
“a cooperative venture with the U.S. for a manned lunar landing would 
reduce the Soviet problems in this regard tremendously,” since then the 
Soviet Union could divert its space spending toward establishing several 
types of orbiting stations “of enough significance to dim somewhat the 
luster of the Apollo program.”*” 

On October 29, Wiesner gave President Kennedy a memorandum pro- 
posing a technical strategy for cooperation. He said that his proposal would 
“decisively dispel the doubts that have existed in the Congress and the press 
about the sincerity and feasibility of the proposal itself.” Wiesner’s idea was 
“a joint program in which the USSR provides unmanned exploratory and 
logistic support for the U.S. Apollo manned landing.” Wiesner noted that 
“such a program would utilize the combined resources of the US and USSR 
in a technically practical manner and might, in view of Premier Khrushchev’s 
statement, be politically attractive to him.” He also suggested that while 
Apollo “would remain a purely U.S. technical program...A Russian could 
easily be included as a member of the landing team.” Wiesner suggested to 
Kennedy that “It might be extremely advantageous to you to publicly offer 
this plan to the USSR...while the Khrushchev statement is still fresh in the 
mind of the public. If the proposal is accepted we will have established a 
practical basis for a cooperative program. If it is rejected we will have demon- 
strated our desire for peaceful cooperation and the sincerity of our original 
proposal.”48 

In the weeks following his United Nations speech, President Kennedy 
himself apparently did not push for taking next steps on an urgent basis, 
but he did maintain his interest in his proposal. On October 23, he sent 
a copy of The New York Times article of September 18 reporting on the 
Dryden-Blagonravov talks to James Webb, saying “I think it would be help- 
ful to collect clippings similar to the attached showing that the Russians are 
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interested in getting a man on the moon. This would make an additional 
defense for our efforts.”*? It is not clear whether the “efforts” he was refer- 
ring to were the cooperative overture to the Soviet Union or to the lunar 
landing program itself. 

In light of the negative comments about a Soviet moon program made 
on October 25 by Nikita Khrushchev, Kennedy was asked at an October 31 
press conference: “do you think that Premier Khrushchev has actually taken 
the Soviet Union out of the so-called moon race, and in any case do you 
think that the United States should proceed as if there were a moon race?” 
Kennedy replied: 


I didn’t read that into his statement....I did not get any assurances that Mr. 
Khrushchev or the Soviet Union were out of the space race at all. 


The fact of the matter is that the Soviets have made a very intensive effort in 
space, and there is every evidence that they are continuing and that they have 
the potential to continue. I would read Mr. Khrushchev’s remarks very care- 
fully. I think that he said before anyone went to the moon, there should be 
adequate preparation. We agree with that. 

In my opinion the space program we have is essential to the security of the 
United States, because as I have said many times before it is not a question of 
going to the moon. It is a question of having the competence to master this 
environment. 

I think that we ought to stay with our program. I think that is the best 
answer to Mr. Khrushchev. 


Asked whether it was true that the Soviet Union had made no response to his 
proposal for joint moon exploration, Kennedy replied “that is correct.”°° 


Khrushchev Seems to Accept Kennedy's Offer 


What was correct on October 31 changed dramatically on the following day. 
Nikita Khrushchev finally addressed President Kennedy’s proposal in a state- 
ment at a November 1] Kremlin reception. He said that “it was with great 
attention that we studied President Kennedy’s proposal for a joint moon 
project.”*! He suggested that “were a relaxation in international tension in 
relations between states not only reached morally, so to speak, but were it 
supported by practical steps in the field of disarmament, then the sphere 
of cooperation between states in exploring outer space could be materi- 
ally expanded. We consider, with due attention to the proposal of the U.S. 
President, that it would be useful if the USSR and the US pooled their 
efforts in exploring space for scientific purposes, specifically for arranging 
a joint flight to the moon. Would it not be fine if a Soviet man and an 
American or Soviet cosmonaut and an American woman flew to the moon? 
Of course it would.”°? 
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This statement appeared to represent a decision by Nikita Khrushchev to 
reverse Soviet policy and to accept President Kennedy’s offer of cooperation 
in going to the Moon. According to Khrushchev’s son Sergey, this indeed 
is what happened in the weeks following Kennedy’s United Nations speech. 
The Soviet leader “for the first time openly spoke about cooperating with 
the United States on a lunar landing project.” Khrushchev was “steeling for 
a fight to change the military’s position on the issue, certainly a difficult 
undertaking given the kind of secrets that would be put at risk in imple- 
menting such a joint project.”°* According to Sergey Khrushchev, there were 
several reasons for this shift in his father’s views. In contrast to 1961, when 
a positive response to Kennedy’s Vienna offer of cooperation was rejected 
because such cooperation would provide the United States a way of knowing 
how few long-range missiles the Soviet Union possessed, in 1963 “we had 
a sufficient number of the R-16 missile, and from the combined work the 
Americans could learn about our strength and not our weakness.” Also, “he 
[Nikita Khrushchev] was attracted by the perspective of sharing expenses 
and in this way economize his own resources.” Finally, “the political climate 
had changed after the Cuban missile crisis, and my father began to trust 
Kennedy more.”°** 

Nikita Khrushchev’s comment that he was open to cooperation acceler- 
ated the U.S. planning process; the need to create a coherent proposal from 
the ideas put forward in the preceding month was evident. Schlesinger of 
the White House and Harlan Cleveland and Richard Gardner of the State 
Department’s International Organization Bureau visited NASA on November 
5 for a briefing on NASA’s planning on “the stages which might be involved 
in exploring whether collaboration might be possible.” Schlesinger noted 
that NASA’s plans were “procedural rather than substantive in character,” 
focusing, as was the consistent NASA preference, on exchange of informa- 
tion on existing programs and plans. It was Schlesinger’s impression “that 
NASA remains rather negative about the whole idea” of lunar collabora- 
tion. The NASA view, as expressed in its response to the October 14 U. 
Alexis Johnson letter, was that “eventual substantive steps would depend on 
the confidence established by these early procedural steps.” Schlesinger sug- 
gested that to move the effort forward “an expression of Presidential interest 
in their progress” might be appropriate.*° 

Missing from the discussion both before and after the presidential initia- 
tive regarding cooperation in going to the Moon had been Vice President 
Lyndon B. Johnson and the National Aeronautics and Space Council. By 
this point in the Kennedy administration, the vice president often had not 
been included in the development of new space initiatives; even so, his seem- 
ing lack of involvement in a fundamental shift in U.S. space policy is nota- 
ble. Schlesinger comments that by 1963 Johnson “had faded astonishly into 
the background” and that the vice president “appeared almost as a spectral 
presence.” On November 1, Space Council executive secretary Welsh had 
told Johnson that the significance of the Khrushchev statement was “further 
support to the view that the Soviets have a lunar program”; it was “neither an 
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acceptance nor a refusal of President Kennedy’s proposal for cooperation— 
just an expression of interest,” reflecting “the standard Soviet line that they 
are for peace and disarmament, and that cooperation is dependent upon ten- 
sions first being relieved.”®” This memorandum suggests how far Welsh and 
by implication Johnson were from the main thrust of White House thinking 
on cooperative prospects. 

The White House moved quickly on Schlesinger’s suggestion of an expres- 
sion of presidential interest in moving forward on planning for cooperation. 
On November 8, Schlesinger and National Security Council staff person 
Charles Johnson drafted a presidential directive in this vein, and “checked 
[it] in substance” with “dependable people in NASA and State,” who were 
reported to be “enthusiastic” about such a message. NASA administrator 
Webb also “heartily” concurred with the draft directive. The plan was to get 
the president to sign the directive before his planned trip to visit the space 
and missile facilities at Cape Canaveral on November 16, so that Kennedy 
in his conversations with Webb during the trip could “be saying the same 
things we have put in the directive.”*8 

The directive was signed by President Kennedy and issued on November 
12 as National Security Action Memorandum 271, “Cooperation with 
the USSR on Outer Space Matters.” Unlike the February 1962 memo 
on space cooperation, which had been addressed to the secretary of state, 
this directive was addressed to NASA administrator Webb, and ordered 
him “to assume personally the initiative and central responsibility within 
the Government for the development of a program of substantive coop- 
eration with the Soviet Union in the field of outer space, including the 
development of specific technical proposals.” The directive added that 
“these proposals should be developed with a view to their possible discus- 
sion with the Soviet Union as a direct outcome of my September 20 pro- 
posal for broader cooperation between the United States and the USSR in 
outer space, including cooperation in lunar landing programs.” Kennedy 
asked for “an interim report on the progress of our planning by December 
15,7? 

Ten days later, President John F. Kennedy was dead, felled by an assassin’s 
bullets in Dallas. With him died the possibility of U.S.-Soviet cooperation 
in going to the Moon, although there was sufficient momentum behind the 
Kennedy initiative to keep it alive for a few more months. 


Epilogue 


U.S. ambassador to the United Nations Adlai Stevenson was scheduled 
to make a speech to the UN Committee on the Peaceful Uses of Outer 
Space on November 27, and the speech was already in preparation in early 
November. Recognizing NASA’s reluctance to move out aggressively in sup- 
port of Kennedy’s proposal, Schlesinger suggested to Bundy that “it might 
help the current State Department-NASA debate” over the seriousness of the 
president’s offer if Bundy were to send a message to the State Department 
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saying “I trust that Governor Stevenson’s speech... will include an adequate 
follow-up of the President’s moon proposal.”°° 

Drafts of Stevenson’s speech prepared prior to November 22 had indeed 
included such a reiteration. The senior State Department official on U.N. mat- 
ters, Harlan Cleveland, in a lengthy November 21 memorandum had devel- 
oped a reasoned justification for continuing to push the cooperative effort. 
He noted Nikita Khrushchev’s “somewhat erratic” statements on accepting 
Kennedy’s proposal, which, thought Cleveland, “no doubt reflect internal 
differences in the Soviet leadership over the desirability of cooperation with 
the U.S. They may also reflect financial difficulties.” Further, “by postulat- 
ing that it takes two to make a race... Khrushchev has put himself in the best 
position available in the circumstances—unless it can be demonstrated that it 
is he who is declining international cooperation.” Thus, “if the U.S. were to 
go silent on a dialogue initiated by the President, the conclusion no doubt will 
be drawn that the President has given in to advocates of non-cooperation.” 
Cleveland noted that “it is assumed that the Soviet Union has much more dif- 
ficulty with the mere thought of cooperation than we do and that they will 
have more serious ‘security problems’ at any realistic level of cooperation than 
we will have.” Thus, the United States would be “safe in shooting for the 
maximum amount of cooperation that the Soviets can be talked into yield- 
ing”; the United States should “egg on the Russians to cooperate in an open 
forum where the maximum influence of the on-looking world community 
can be brought to bear.” Cleveland opposed integrating the two programs, 
so that the United States would not have to “weld a U.S. capsule on a Russian 
rocket, or to mate a clean-cut American astronaut with a chubby cosmonette, 
or to compromise the security of either state, or to make progress of one 
national program dependent upon the progress in the other.” Rather, “the 
point is to put a largely symbolic umbrella over doth national programs, plus 
the contributions of other countries, and to create the image of a mutually 
cooperative world program to put men on the moon as ‘representatives of all 
our countries’ regardless of the nationality of the first arrivals.”°! 

In the aftermath of President Kennedy’s assassination, Cleveland noted 
in a November 23 memorandum that “the entire world will be watching 
every Administration statement in the days ahead for hints of a change in 
policies enunciated by President Kennedy.” Cleveland reported that after 
a November 23 Cabinet meeting, Ambassador Stevenson had raised with 
new President Lyndon B. Johnson the question of what he should say about 
President Kennedy’s proposal. Stevenson understood Johnson’s response to 
be that “he did not want to retreat an inch from the idea of international 
cooperation in the lunar program.” To make sure that this was indeed the 
case, Cleveland suggested that President Johnson be asked to review and con- 
cur with the specific language on this issue in the final draft of Stevenson’s 
speech. Secretary of State Rusk sent the draft speech to the White House on 
the next day for presidential review. 

The White House did change the speech draft. Originally the draft said 
with respect to Kennedy’s proposal: “that offer stands.” The revised version 
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said: “President Johnson has instructed me to reaffirm that offer today.” 
It also said: “If giant strides cannot be taken at once, we hope that shorter 
steps can. We believe that there are areas of work—short of integrating the 
two national programs—from which all could benefit. We should explore 
the opportunities for practical cooperation, beginning with small steps and 
hopefully leading to larger matters.” Stevenson included those words in 
his speech, which was actually delivered on December 2. Although Webb 
apparently would have preferred that Stevenson not mention space in his 
speech, he was reported “resigned thereto and will not raise the same with 
the President.” Frutkin was reported as “very pleased” with the revised text, 
which reflected the NASA approach to cooperation.°? 

According to Harvey and Ciccoritti, President Johnson “wanted to keep 
his options open with respect to cooperation with the Russians, but he 
wanted to do so in a way that would end controversy at home... He was pre- 
pared to keep faith with the Kennedy lunar offer provided that the Russians 
came through with something worthwhile on their side.” But as the United 
States waited for a Soviet offer, “he wanted to get the lunar issue off the front 
burner. Emphasis for the moment needed to be shifted back to small first 
steps that were compatible with existing political realities.”°+ 

James Webb on January 31, 1964, transmitted to President Johnson the 
report that had been prepared in response to J FK’s November 12 request. In 
his transmittal letter, Webb proposed guidelines to govern negotiations with 
the Soviet Union on space cooperation: “substantive rather than propaganda 
objectives alone; well-defined and comparable obligations for both sides; 
freedom to take independent action; protection of military and national 
security interests; opportunity for participation by friendly nations, and 
open dissemination of scientific results.” These guidelines severely limited 
the scope of potential cooperation. Webb suggested that “on balance, the 
most realistic and constructive group of proposals which might be advanced 
to the Soviet Union... relates to a joint program of unmanned flight projects 
to support a manned lunar landing. These projects should be linked so far as 
possible to a step-by-step approach, ranging from exchange of data already 
obtained to joint planning of lunar flight missions.” Webb also suggested 
that “no new high-level US initiative is recommended until the Soviet Union 
has had a further opportunity (possibly three months) to discharge its cur- 
rent obligations under the existing NASA-USSR Academy agreement or, in 
the alternative, until the Soviets respond affirmatively to the proposal you 
have already made in the UN.”°> 

The January 31 Webb report was a return to exactly the step-by-step 
approach the space agency preferred; it reflected “a considerable lowering 
of sights for cooperation in the lunar area.”°° It certainly did not represent 
the kind of dramatic approach to space cooperation that had led John F. 
Kennedy to make such cooperation a continuing element in his strategy for 
reducing tensions in the U.S.-Soviet relationships. 

Whatever the U.S. approach, it was made irrelevant by the lack of a for- 
mal Soviet response to President Kennedy’s September 20 proposal or to 
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its reiteration by the Johnson administration. Indeed, the Soviet Union 
did not fully honor even the agreements on limited cooperation that had 
been reached in 1962, even though some modest U.S.-Soviet cooperation 
did eventually take place, especially in the biomedical area. As the months 
passed, President Johnson turned his attention to his ambitious agenda for 
the Great Society. The United States was of course first to the Moon, and 
the Soviet Union experienced a series of failures in its lunar program. The 
opportunity to test whether dramatic space cooperation between the United 
States and the Soviet Union could serve as a counterweight to their Cold 
War rivalry had passed. 


Chapter 12 


Apollo under Pressure 


A combination of factors—the increasing costs of Apollo, emerging 
Congressional opposition to those rapid increases, growing critiques of 
Apollo from leaders of the scientific and liberal communities, the uncer- 
tainty of whether the Soviet Union was in fact racing the United States to 
the Moon, and suggestions, coming primarily from the Republican opposi- 
tion, that there needed to be additional emphasis on the national security 
uses of space—led to President Kennedy’s asking several times during 1963 
whether the original justifications for keeping Project Apollo on its planned 
schedule—and indeed, for the project itself—were still valid. In addition, 
the successful outcome of the Cuban missile crisis, the easing of tensions 
over Berlin, the signing of the Limited Test Ban Treaty, and Kennedy’s over- 
all desire to reach out to the Soviet Union with a new “strategy of peace” 
may have suggested to Kennedy that demonstrating U.S. technological and 
managerial superiority vis-a-vis the Soviet Union through a spectacular space 
achievement had lost some of its urgency. 

President Kennedy’s rationale regarding the reasons why he had decided 
to accelerate the U.S. space program matured in the course of 1963. In 
November 1962 he had disagreed with James Webb, who had argued that 
the goal of the acceleration was preeminence in all areas of space activity; in 
response, Kennedy had insisted that “everything we do ought really to be 
tied to getting on the Moon ahead of the Russians,” and that he was “not 
that interested” in being the leader in other areas of space activity. Webb won 
his point; from mid-1963 on, Kennedy justified the fast-paced space pro- 
gram primarily in terms of its overall contribution to national power rather 
than as a race to the Moon. For example, in his July 17 press conference 
following reports that the Soviet Union did not in fact have a lunar land- 
ing program, Kennedy said: “The point of the matter always has been not 
only of our excitement or interest in being on the moon, but the capacity to 
dominate space, which would be demonstrated by a moon flight, I believe 
is essential to the United States as a leading free world power. That is why I 
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am interested in it and that is why I think we should continue.” Again in his 
October 31 press conference, Kennedy had said: “In my opinion the space 
program we have is essential to the security of the United States, because as 
I have said many times before it is not a question of going to the moon. It is 
a question of having the competence to master this environment.”! 


Debating Space Priorities 


In the immediate aftermath of President Kennedy’s May 25, 1961, decla- 
ration that “we should go to the Moon,” and for most of the following 
twenty months, there was very little Congressional or public questioning 
of pursuing the ambitious lunar landing goal as a high national priority. 
The Congress, by large bipartisan majorities and after only limited debate, 
approved increases in NASA appropriations of 89 percent for Fiscal Year 
1962 and 101 percent for Fiscal Year 1963. Leading newspapers and other 
shapers of public attitudes seemed caught up in the excitement of Project 
Mercury and the initial steps toward the Moon. But as 1963 began, ques- 
tioning of the lunar landing project began to emerge in various circles; the 
wisdom of the commitment to Apollo became the focus of a national discus- 
sion on the best U.S. path forward in space. 


Growing Criticism of Project Apollo 


President Kennedy on January 17, 1963, sent to Congress a Fiscal Year 1964 
budget request for NASA of $5.712 billion. The New York Times editori- 
alized that “whether the $20 billion (or $40 billion) race to the moon is 
justified on scientific, political, or military grounds, we do not think the 
matter has been sufficiently explained or sufficiently debated. We hope it 
will be in the present Congress.” In his March 21 press conference, President 
Kennedy was questioned about the pace of the U.S. space program as com- 
pared to that of the Soviet Union. He responded: “The United States is mak- 
ing, as you know, a major effort in space and will continue to do so. We are 
expending an enormous sum of money to make sure that the Soviet Union 
does not dominate space. We will continue to do it.”? 

On March 29, Congressman Charles Halleck (R-IN) released a letter 
from former President Dwight Eisenhower in which Eisenhower suggested 
that “the space program, in my opinion, is downright spongy. This is an area 
where we particularly need to demonstrate some common sense. Specifically, 
I have never believed that a spectacular dash to the moon, vastly deepen- 
ing our debt, is worth the added tax burden it will eventually impose on 
our citizens.” President Kennedy was asked about Eisenhower’s comments 
at an April 3 press conference; he responded: “We are second in space today 
because we started late. It requires a large sum of money. I don’t think we 
should look with equanimity upon the prospect that we will be second all 
through the sixties and possibly the seventies. We have the potential not to 
be. I think having made the decision last year, that we should make a major 
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effort to be first in space. I think we should continue to do so.” He added: 
“Now President Eisenhower—this is not a new position for him. He has 
disagreed with this, I know, at least a year or year and a half ago when the 
Congress took a different position. It is the position I think he took from the 
time of Sputnik on. But it is a matter on which we disagree.” Kennedy added: 
“It may be that there is waste in the space budget. If there is waste, then I 
think it ought to be cut out by the Congress, and I am sure it will be. But if 
we are getting to the question of whether we should reconcile ourselves to a 
slow pace in space, I don’t think so.”* 

Respected New York Times columnist James Reston soon suggested that 
“the debate on the nation’s space program is getting out of hand. Some 
Republicans are attacking the program as if it were a vast boondoggle, and 
President Kennedy is defending it as if it were the Bill of Rights.” Reston 
added that “the space program deserves a more serious response. For a large 
and influential sector of the scientific community of the nation... believes 
that the scientific objectives of the program can be achieved at a fraction 
of the cost by putting instruments, rather than man, on the moon.” Thus 
scientists see the issue as “whether the immense additional cost of the man- 
landing should take a higher priority than using a part of the savings for 
other essential tasks that would invigorate the economy and create jobs.” 
Three weeks later, Reston reported that “the debate over the Government’s 
space budget is getting rough and threatening to create a crisis of confidence 
in the Administration’s whole space program.” Reston cited the contradic- 
tions between Vice President Johnson’s claims that the space program was 
having a positive economic impact with statements by others in the Kennedy 
administration that in fact the program was taking scientists and engineers 
away from economically more valuable pursuits. The result, he suggested, 
was “a confusion of testimony that is bewildering the Congress and drag- 
ging the space program into the arena of politics.”* 

The scientific community’s critique of Apollo was very visibly articulated 
in an April 19 editorial in the leading journal Science signed by its editor, 
Philip Abelson. Abelson suggested that “the lasting propaganda value of 
placing a man on the moon has been vastly overestimated. The first lunar 
landing will be a great occasion; subsequent boredom is inevitable.” He 
added that “most of the interesting questions regarding the moon can be 
studied by electronic devices” and suggested “a re-examination of priorities 
is in order.” Abelson’s editorial received attention well beyond the scientific 
community; his criticism was noted in front-page articles in prominent news- 
papers and in an April 20 appearance on the Today television program.° 


The White House Responds 


This growing and broadly based criticism of the lunar landing program con- 
cerned President Kennedy. At an April 19 meeting with newspaper editors, 
he noted with some irritation that “the space program...is now under some 
attack. It seems to me that this indicates a certain restlessness. This program 
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passed unanimously last year. Now suddenly we shouldn’t carry out the 
space program, and then maybe 6 months from now, when there is some 
extraordinary action in space which threatens our position, everybody will 
say, ‘Why didn’t we do more?’ ”° 

The White House behind the scenes was developing its response to the 
criticisms of Apollo. On April 5, the day of Reston’s column in the Times, 
Kennedy’s national security adviser McGeorge Bundy, who had assumed a 
lead policy role on the space program within Kennedy’s inner circle of advis- 
ers, told NASA administrator Webb that “the President would like to have 
an appraisal of the basic changes and modifications that we have made in 
the space program since this Administration came in, so that he will be fully 
equipped to defend our current position against what looks like an emerg- 
ing attack.” Bundy added that “what the President would like particularly to 
have is an account of the deficiencies of the space program as it was, and was 
projected, under the outgoing Administration. What would we have failed 
to do, and what are we now going to be able to do that could not have been 
done on the Eisenhower basis.” Bundy asked for a “careful and complete 
answer” to the president’s questions, but also gave Webb only two weeks to 
develop that answer.’ 

Kennedy soon also decided to use the Space Council to coordinate the 
process of developing the defense of his space program. In an April 9 memo- 
randum to Vice President Johnson, Kennedy noted that “in view of recent 
discussions, I feel the need to obtain a clearer understanding of a number 
of factual and policy issues relating to the National Space Program.” The 
president asked Johnson to lead a Space Council effort to develop responses 
to five questions: 


1. What are the salient differences... between the NASA program projected 
on January 1, 1961 for the years 1962 through 1970, and the NASA 
program as redefined by the present Administration? 

2. What specifically are the principal benefits to the national economy we 
can expect to accrue from the present, greatly augmented program in the 
following areas: scientific knowledge; industrial productivity; education, at 
various levels beginning with high school; and military technology? 

3. What are some of the major problems likely to result from continuation 
of the national space program as now projected in the fields of industry, 
government, and education? 

4. To what extent could the program be reduced, beginning with FY1964, 
in areas not directly affecting the Apollo program (and therefore not 
compromising the timetable for the first manned lunar landing)? 

5. Are we taking sufficient measures to insure the maximum degree of 
coordination and cooperation between NASA and the Defense 
Department?® 


The Space Council’s Edward Welsh led the process of getting inputs from 
the council’s member agencies. He received brief papers from staff officials at 
the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) and the Department of State, a one- 
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page letter with supporting material from Jerome Wiesner, and a seven-page 
response from Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara. NASA’s James Webb 
first sent a four-page cover letter with a sixty-three page attachment; this 
was later reduced to a seventeen-page memo signed by Webb; it still had ten 
pages of attachments. Webb was as verbose in his written communications 
as when he spoke. 

The AEC response discussed only the organization’s efforts to develop 
nuclear power sources for space uses. The State Department’s somewhat 
skeptical response noted that “from the viewpoint of U.S. foreign policy 
objectives generally, it seems quite likely that several adverse effects may 
develop because of the increasingly large percentage of our space effort to be 
devoted to the GEMINI and APOLLO programs.” This was because “our 
program will increasingly accentuate, rather than mitigate, the gap between 
ourselves and other countries in space and space related activities.” Another 
concern was “the inevitable merging of national security requirements and 
scientific requirements in the conduct of our program,” which would make 
the United States “increasingly the object of skepticism on the part of the 
neutralist or non-allied countries with respect to the ‘peaceful’ or ‘beneficial’ 
objectives and character of our program.” The State Department cautioned 
against reductions in the nonhuman space flight parts of NASA’s activities, 
saying that such a reduction “would be particularly harmful, if it were to 
result in a retrenchment in our extant commitments or stated objectives with 
respect to cooperation in space activities with other countries.” 

Wiesner commented that “it is my feeling that the NASA-DOD rela- 
tionship should be substantially improved.” In his submission, Secretary of 
Defense McNamara identified “$600-—675 million of the NASA effort which 
appears to have direct or indirect value for military technology.” Of that 
amount, “about $275-$350 million stems from the augmentation of NASA 
programs since January 1961.” Agreeing with Jerome Weisner, McNamara 
told the vice president that “I am not satisfied, and I am sure that Mr. Webb 
is not satisfied, that we have gone far enough to eliminate all problems of 
duplication and waste in administration.” McNamara suggested that the 
coordination problem was of “sufficient importance” that it required atten- 
tion at the White House level. In a suggestion sure not to be welcomed by 
the vice president and his Space Council staff, he suggested that responsibil- 
ity for monitoring coordination between NASA and DOD “be assigned to 
the Bureau of the Budget and to the Director of the Office of Science and 
Technology.”!° 

NASA on May 3 not only provided to the vice president copious material 
responding to the president’s five questions; it also submitted a draft reply 
to those questions. In a May 10 memorandum that “refines and reduces, in 
volume,” the information provided on May 3, Webb suggested that “there 
is little evidence to indicate that significant national problems are likely to 
be made critical or require radical solutions as a result of the continuation 
of the space program.” In particular, Webb argued, NASA demand for sci- 
entific and engineering personnel to carry out its program would rise only 
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from 3 to 6 percent of total national requirements, and this increase would 
not unduly divert needed technical personnel from other national programs. 
Webb suggested that “cooperation between NASA and the DOD is good,” 
but noted “areas for further improvement,” including “greater participation 
by the DOD in NASA projects.”!? 

A “principals only” meeting of the Space Council was held on the after- 
noon of May 7 to review and approve the vice president’s report to the presi- 
dent. Welsh read the president’s questions and Lyndon Johnson, reading 
from a seven-page draft prepared by the Space Council staff, indicated the 
intended replies. The draft was kept purposely relatively short compared 
to the inputs from the Space Council member agencies; Welsh had been 
reminded by the vice president that “the president does not like a lot of 
‘verbiage’” and that the responses to Kennedy’s questions should be kept 
“as short and simple as possible.” A few revisions and additions to the draft 
reply were made “after careful consideration and discussion,” and the report 
was approved; Council members initialed the vice president’s original typed 
copy of the reply “based on the premise that agreed upon changes would be 
made.”!? 

Johnson delivered the Space Council’s report to President Kennedy on 
May 13; it painted the overall situation in very positive terms. The report esti- 
mated that the augmented space program would require approximately $30 
billion more in the FY1961 to FY1970 period than had been planned as the 
Eisenhower administration left office ($48.086 billion rather than $17.917 
billion). It noted that the “basic difference between the two programs is that 
the plan of the previous Administration represented an effort for a second 
place runner and the program of the present Administration is designed to 
make this country the assured leader before the end of the decade.” With 
respect to the impacts of the additional space spending, the report suggested 
that “the ‘multiplier’? of space research and development will augment our 
economic strength, our peaceful posture, and our standard of living.” It 
noted that “the introduction of a vital new element into an economy always 
creates new problems but, otherwise, the nation’s space program creates no 
major complications” and that “despite claims to the contrary, there is no solid 
evidence that research and development in industry is suffering significantly 
from a diversion of technical manpower to the space program.” Reducing the 
portion of the NASA program not related to the lunar landing would “lessen 
the quantity and quality of benefits to the economy” and “give additional 
ammunition to those who criticize the major funding weight given to the 
lunar program on the grounds that it diverts money from other programs.” 
With respect to NASA—-DOD coordination, the report suggested that “it is 
inevitable that controversies will continue to arise in any field as new, as wide- 
ranging, and as technically complicated as space.” 

The Space Council report concluded: 


There is one further point to be borne in mind. The space program is not 
solely a question of prestige, of advancing scientific knowledge, of economic 
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benefit or of military development...A much more fundamental issue is at 
stake—whether a dimension that well can dominate history for the next few 
centuries will be devoted to the social system of freedom or controlled by the 
social system of communism. 

We cannot close our eyes to what would happen if we permitted totalitarian 
systems to dominate the environment of earth itself. For this reason our space 
program has an overriding urgency that cannot be calculated solely in terms 
of industrial, scientific, or military development. The future of society is at 
stake.}8 


The Space Council report was received with some degree of skepticism by 
the White House staff. Wiesner discussed it with President Kennedy on May 
16, telling him that “the impact of the NASA program on the nation’s supply 
of scientists and engineers is much greater” than that indicated in the report. 
While NASA might require the services of only 7 percent of the total supply 
of U.S. scientists and engineers, it would utilize up to 30 percent of those 
involved in research and development, he suggested. Wiesner also noted that 
the report unduly minimized “current management and other differences 
between NASA and Defense and does not reflect the concerns and views 
expressed by the Secretary of Defense in his letter to the Vice President.” 
He also pointed out that the report ignored Secretary McNamara’s sugges- 
tion that “the responsibility for monitoring NASA-Defense problems in the 
space area be assigned to the Bureau of the Budget and to the Director of the 
Office of Science and Technology.”* 

The Bureau of the Budget (BOB) noted that “the statement of the ‘ben- 
efits’ to the national economy from the space program has the unintended 
effect of showing, probably accurately, how slight and intangible such benefits 
have been and are likely to be in the future.” Also, “the question of whether 
the space program is having detrimental effects on the supply or activities of 
scientific and technical manpower is still not clearly answered either way.” 
The BOB suggested that while “the report does gloss over current problems 
and differences between the Department of Defense and NASA,” because 
“the issues involved are either petty or very complex... we would see no use- 
ful purpose in presenting any of them to the President at this time.” Finally, 
BOB suggested that “while the point might be overstated” in the conclud- 
ing paragraphs of the report, “we are inclined to agree with the conclusion 
that the fundamental justification at this time for a large-scale space pro- 
gram lies...in the fundamental unacceptability of a situation in which the 
Russians continue space activities on a large scale and we do not.” 

The individual on McGeorge Bundy’s staff with primary responsibility 
for tracking space issues was Charles E. Johnson. When Bundy received a 
copy of the Space Council report, he asked Johnson “do you think well 
of this?” Johnson replied to Bundy that while the “purple prose” in the 
report’s conclusion left him “quite unimpressed,” his primary concern was 
that the report might be released as a public statement of the administra- 
tion’s position on the space program. He saw “no need or urgency for such 
a statement,” believing that public debate could go on “without getting the 
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President more firmly signed on to a hard position with respect to the space 
program.” He suggested that “the ‘Cold War’ aspects should not be magni- 
fied,” since “there is already too much religion in the space program.” The 
NSC staffer suggested that “the Administration’s ability to maneuver should 
be retained so we can adjust to developments.” He added, in what turned 
out to be a perceptive comment, that “it is possible that the Soviets may not 
be engaging in a race (the intelligence is not conclusive) or may wish to join 
in a cooperative space program as an alternative to an expensive national 
program that strains their economy.”!° 

Although President Kennedy requested that an unclassified version of the 
Space Council report be prepared, it was not publicly released or referred 
to in the continuing debate over space priorities. While Kennedy himself 
remained publicly committed to proceeding with the accelerated space pro- 
gram he had endorsed in May 1961, the questioning of the program’s values 
and implementation by his senior staff suggested not only that was there a 
public debate over the proper goals and pace of the space program, but also 
that a similar debate was beginning to take place inside the top levels of the 
Kennedy administration. 


The Debate Continues 


The criticism of Project Apollo took on a more partisan tone as the Senate 
Republican Policy Committee on May 10 released a report suggesting 
that there were other important national problems that “should, perhaps, 
be examined side by side with the moon shot program.” The report sug- 
gested that “the question is not, then, whether man will ultimately reach 
the moon and beyond. The question is, rather, how shall it be done, and 
whether other aspects of human needs should be bypassed or overlooked 
in one spasmodic effort to achieve a lunar landing at once.” It suggested 
that “a cold, careful examination is past due.” The report was distributed 
to all Republican senators; it concluded that “for momentary transcendence 
over the Soviet Union we have pledged our wealth, national talent, and our 
honor” and suggested that “a decision must be made as to whether Project 
Apollo (the moon program) is vital to our national security or merely an 
excursion, however interesting, into space research...If our vital security 
is not at stake, a less ambitious program may be logical and desirable.” A 
month later, at a breakfast meeting with Republican congressmen, former 
President Eisenhower made a widely reported comment that spending $40 
billion to beat the Soviet Union to the Moon was “nuts.”!” 

The Kennedy administration in May began an intensified effort to 
respond to the critics of its space program. NASA administrator Webb added 
to a previously scheduled speech the declaration: “At the earliest appropriate 
stage in the program scientists will be included on Apollo missions.” Vice 
President Johnson in a May 11 speech responded to criticism that the costs 
of Apollo would undermine the strength of the dollar as an international 
currency, saying that “we are not told what would happen to the dollar—or 
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to America—if space were defaulted to the Communists.” He added: “The 
question is what kind of philosophy, democratic or Communist, will domi- 
nate outer space?...I, for one, don’t want to go to bed by the light of a 
Communist moon.” 

On May 26, in an effort coordinated by NASA, “eight scientists, three 
of them Nobel laureates and most of them in academic positions, spoke 
out...in support of the United States program of landing men on the 
moon.” Life magazine in a May 17 editorial added its support to the Moon 
program, suggesting that the United States could “abdicate its national 
greatness by not doing enough...The U.S. commitment to space seems a 
natural undertaking for the American people, who are a venturesome lot.” 
A June 3 editorial in Aviation Week and Space Technology suggested that 
“gradually, the point that the manned lunar landing Apollo program is 
simply the best possible focal point [for] development of a broad capability 
in space technology” is “emerging from the verbal pyrotechnics of the cur- 
rent debate.”!8 

Arguments for and against proceeding with Project Apollo were aired at 
June 10-11 hearings of the Senate Committee on Aeronautical and Space 
Sciences; ten scientists testified and other interested parties submitted written 
statements. There was general agreement in the hearings that the deadline 
set for the first lunar landing was probably conducive to waste, and that many 
national problems deserved equal attention; there was no agreement that the 
American science enterprise was being distorted by so much attention to 
space. The strongest protest against the program was a written statement 
submitted to the committee by Warren Weaver, vice president of the Alfred 
P. Sloan Foundation; it listed many other desirable uses for $30 billion of 
federal spending, which Weaver projected as Apollo’s ultimate cost. Thirty 
billion dollars, Weaver said, would give every teacher in the U.S. a 10 percent 
annual raise for 10 years; give $10 million each to 200 small colleges; provide 
7-year scholarships at $4,000 per year to produce 50,000 new Ph.D. scien- 
tists and engineers; give $200 million each to 10 new medical schools; build 
and endow complete universities for 53 underdeveloped nations; create 3 
more Rockefeller Foundations; and leave $100 million over “for a program 
of informing the public about science.”!” 


Another Round of Presidential Questions 


As he began during the summer to think again about suggesting to the 
Soviet Union that sending men to the Moon become a cooperative under- 
taking, President Kennedy was faced not only with the lingering doubts 
regarding whether Russia in fact was intending to go to the Moon, but also 
questions regarding the possible hostile purposes of the Soviet space pro- 
gram. The August 1963 issue of the widely read Reader’s Digest featured 
an article headlined “We’re Running the Wrong Race with Russia!” that 
asked “are we suffering from moon madness?” and suggested that “the over- 
publicized ‘race’ to get a man on our faraway neighbor has obscured an 
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imminent threat to our security—Soviet strides toward military conquest of 
the space just over our heads.”?° 

Not surprisingly, this article caught President Kennedy’s attention. On 
July 22 he sent a memorandum to Robert McNamara and James Webb, not- 
ing “the lead article in the Reader’s Digest this month states that the Soviet 
Union is making a major effort to dominate space while we are indifferent 
to this threat. I wonder if you could have some people analyze this and give 
me a response to it.” A week later, he wrote a similar memorandum to Vice 
President Johnson: “The attack on the moon program continues and seems 
to be intensifying. Note Reader’s Digest lead article this month.” Kennedy 
asked the vice president to develop answers to two sets of questions: (1) 
“Did the previous administration have a moon program? What was its time 
schedule? How much were they going to spend on it?” and (2) “How much 
of our present peaceful space program can be militarily useful? How much 
of our capability for our moon program is also necessary for military control 
in space?” Kennedy added: “I would be interested in any other thoughts 
that you may have on the large amounts of money we are spending on this 
program and how it can be justified.”7! 

In his response to this second Space Council review, Webb suggested that 
“all” of the civilian space program “can be directly or indirectly militarily 
useful.” An important justification for the sums being spent on the NASA 
program, said Webb, was to develop “the power to operate in space” and “as 
insurance against surprise and as the building of the necessary underlying 
capacity” for an accelerated military space program, should the United States 
decide that such a speed-up was needed. The Department of Defense reply 
to Kennedy’s questions was signed by deputy secretary Roswell Gilpatric. 
He told the president that “the article is based for the most part on Soviet 
propaganda statements, faulty and greatly exaggerated interpretation of 
technical data, quotes by U.S. authorities taken out of context or distorted, 
excerpts from Air Force magazine articles, and the author’s personal opin- 
ions and unsupported statements.” Gilpatric added: “At the same time, he 
[the author] deliberately ignores or is strangely uninformed about our on- 
going military space program.”?? 

A rapidly convened meeting of the Space Council on July 31 discussed 
the appropriate reply to the president’s questions. Vice President Johnson 
noted that “we had entered a very tricky period,” and that there seemed to 
be a “political basis” for much of the criticism of the lunar landing program, 
with “more trouble to be expected as we get closer to [election year] 1964.” 
Johnson suggested that “we are facing a Congress where a majority is for 
the program, but there is a very vocal minority.” The group discussed the 
language to be included in the response to the president, and agreed to have 
Edward Welsh draft that response, which took the form of a one-page letter 
signed by Johnson that told the president that “there was no Administration 
moon program until your message to Congress in 1961.” Johnson, agreeing 
with Webb’s argument, added that “all of the scientific and engineering abil- 
ity in space has direct or indirect [military] value” and that “the space pro- 
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gram is expensive, but it can be justified as a solid investment which will give 
ample returns in security, prestige, knowledge, and material benefits.””° 

Webb on August 9 sent to the White House a separate response to 
Kennedy’s original July 22 memorandum, noting that NASA had also 
“received from the Vice President a number of questions which we under- 
stand he is answering.” This somewhat disingenuous comment, since Webb 
had participated in the July 31 Space Council meeting, was indicative of the 
preference on Webb’s part to report directly to the president rather than 
working through the Space Council. Webb associated himself with the views 
in Gilpatric’s July 31 memo to the president and added that Apollo would 
require extensive operations in near-earth orbit and that “75-80% of the 
cost of the Apollo program will be devoted to the development of a capabil- 
ity for conducting near-earth orbital operations which could form a basis for 
any military systems we may require.” Webb noted that “the Reader’s Digest 
article ignores the fact that these basic resources—large launch vehicles, 
advanced spacecraft, extensive and complex ground facilities—are vitally 
important resources for future military missions as well as in fulfillment of 
the NASA program.” Webb’s belief in the military value of NASA’s activities 
was not shared by Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara. Webb observed 
that McNamara “was unwilling to stand up and be counted for the [NASA] 
program.” He told President Kennedy later in 1963 that “the Secretary of 
Defense will not want to support the program as having substantial military 
value.”*4 

John F. Kennedy’s late July 1963 questioning of the justifications for con- 
tinuing to spend large amounts of money to get to the Moon before the 
Soviets came at the same time as very public discussion of the suggestion 
that the Soviet Union in fact did not have a lunar landing program. At the 
end of August, Kennedy in a conversation with Soviet ambassador Anatoly 
Dobrynin “raised the question of activities in outer space, pointing out that 
these are very expensive.” “If outer space was not to be used for military 
purposes,” thought Kennedy, “then it became largely a question of scientific 
prestige, and even this was not very important, as accomplishments in this 
field were usually only three-day wonders.””° This was certainly a rather dif- 
ferent attitude toward Project Apollo than what Kennedy had been saying 
publicly, and may well have reflected his emerging doubts about proceeding 
with the lunar landing program at its planned pace and increasing costs. 


Congress Cuts the NASA Budget 


The $5.712 billion Fiscal Year 1964 budget request for NASA sent to the 
Congress in January 1963 was almost $500 million less than what NASA 
had requested from the White House the previous September, but still repre- 
sented a 55 percent increase over NASA’s appropriation for Fiscal Year 1963. 
As the Congressional examination of the NASA budget request began in 
February and March 1963, Aviation Week and Space Technology speculated 
that NASA would be faced with “a sizeable budget cut—up to a half billion 
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dollars—unless a new Soviet space spectacular changes the attitude of an 
economy-minded Congress.””° This forecast proved prophetic; by the time 
that the Congress completed work on the NASA appropriation on December 
10, the agency’s approved budget was $5.1 billion, a reduction of $612 mil- 
lion, almost 11 percent less than what had been requested. 

While the president’s September 20, 1963, United Nations proposal 
to turn lunar exploration into a cooperative undertaking was viewed with 
dismay by NASA and its congressional advocates, the reality was that 
most of the reductions in the NASA budget, particularly by the House of 
Representatives, predated the cooperative proposal. In June and July, the 
House Committee on Science and Astronautics cut a total of $475 mil- 
lion from the NASA budget, and during floor debate an additional $34 
million was taken out; the House on August 1 approved a NASA FY1964 
authorization of $5.203 billion. NASA fared somewhat better in the Senate 
Committee on Aeronautical and Space Sciences, but still took a $201 mil- 
lion reduction; the full Senate on August 8 authorized a $5.511 NASA bud- 
get. On August 28, after a conference committee had compromised on the 
differences between the two bills, the Congress approved a $5.351 billion 
NASA authorization; this amount was almost $400 million less than the 
president had requested and $850 million less than what NASA the previous 
fall had thought needed to keep Apollo on schedule. The White House made 
no public statements in support of reversing the cuts in the NASA budget, 
although science adviser Wiesner in an August 2 memorandum to President 
Kennedy did note that the House cuts in robotic missions intended as pre- 
cursors to human missions to the Moon would make it difficult to ascertain 
lunar surface characteristics, an understanding critical to a successful lunar 
landing. Wiesner recommended to the president that the White House 
inform the chairman of the Senate Space Committee, Clinton Anderson 
(D-NM) (Robert Kerr had died on January 1, 1963 and was replaced as 
committee chair by Anderson) about the importance of the robotic mis- 
sions “with the request that funds deleted by the House Committee be 
reinstated.” This message apparently reached Senator Anderson, and funds 
for the robotic Lunar Orbiter and Surveyor missions were included in the 
Senate version of the authorization bill.?” 

NASA’s hope that there would be no further cuts in its budget proved 
illusory. Authorization bills set the upper limit on the funding for a par- 
ticular federal agency; the actual funds available are contained in the con- 
gressional appropriation for the agency. Hearings on the NASA FY1964 
appropriation began in the House of Representatives on August 19. Webb 
in his testimony urged the Appropriation Subcommittee on Independent 
Agencies, which had jurisdiction over NASA and which was chaired by 
space program supporter Albert Thomas, to approve the full amount that 
Congress would soon authorize. The members of the subcommittee were 
not swayed by Webb’s plea; The New York Times on September 19 (the day 
before President Kennedy’s address to the United Nations) reported that the 
subcommittee members were “contemplating a cut in the space budget of 
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more than $700 million, which would make it virtually impossible to fulfill 
the Presidential objective of achieving a manned lunar landing by the end 
of the decade.” The Times also reported that “administration officials are 
working frantically behind the scenes to ward off such an unexpectedly large 
cut.” On September 24, in the aftermath of President Kennedy’s United 
Nations speech, the House Subcommittee approved a $5.1 billion NASA 
appropriation. The full Appropriations Committee confirmed the $5.1 bil- 
lion budget on October 7, leading James Webb to say that NASA could 
not achieve a lunar landing before 1970 at that budget level. Even so, the 
House of Representatives approved the $5.1 billion NASA appropriation on 
October 10. 

NASA’s expectation at this point was that the Senate Appropriations 
Committee, which in the past had been a strong NASA supporter, would 
restore the $250 million that the House appropriation had cut from the 
NASA authorization level. However, taking the White House and NASA 
“somewhat by surprise,” the Senate committee on November 13 approved a 
NASA FY1964 budget of $5.19 billion, only $90 million above the House 
level. As the appropriations bill was being debated on the Senate floor, 
Senator J. William Fulbright (D-AK) proposed an additional 10 percent cut 
in the NASA budget. The Senate rejected this proposal, but did accept an 
amendment from Senator William Proxmire (D-WI) to reduce the budget 
to the House level of $5.1 billion. With no difference in the budget level 
approved by the House and the Senate, there was a real prospect of missing 
the “end of the decade” target date for the first lunar landing.?® Only a bit 
more than two years after Apollo was begun, the Congress was beginning to 
sour on providing the resources needed to meet the program’s end-of-the- 
decade goal. 


Project Apollo in Management and Schedule Trouble 


Congressional budget cuts and widespread criticism were not the only threats 
to Apollo’s success during 1963. The relationship between James Webb and 
“Apollo czar” Brainerd Holmes never recovered from their differences in 
the final months of 1962 with respect to requesting additional funding to 
try to move forward the date of the initial lunar landing attempt. It became 
increasingly clear in the following months that Webb and Holmes could not 
work together effectively. As the accomplishments of Project Mercury were 
being celebrated by various ceremonies and receptions in Washington on 
May 21, 1963, Holmes became incensed that he was not mentioned at any 
point during the day; he called Robert Seamans, complaining that “there is 
absolutely no excuse for the lack of recognition” and that Webb “hates me.” 
Seamans later commented that “to say he was upset is to put it very mildly,” 
and that Holmes’s reaction that day “was really the start of the sequence of 
events that led to his leaving.” During a reception that evening at Webb’s 
home, Holmes and Webb got into a public argument. In a series of meetings 
a few days later, first with Seamans, then with Seamans and Dryden, and 
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finally with Seamans, Dryden, and Webb, Holmes was asked to resign. On 
June 12 he announced that he would be leaving NASA within the next few 
months to return to industry.”? 

NASA sought the president’s assistance in quickly finding a replacement 
for Holmes. On June 11, Webb sought J FK’s help in recruiting to the NASA 
position Ruben Mettler, president of Space Technology Laboratories, an 
organization providing systems engineering support for the Air Force ICBM 
and space programs. Webb told the president that Mettler had “exactly the 
qualifications and the experience necessary...and has the complete confi- 
dence of men like Secretary McNamara and Dr. Wiesner.” Webb suggested 
that the president could assist the recruitment effort by joining McNamara 
and Webb in signing a letter to the chairman of the Board of the Thompson- 
Ramo-Wooldridge Company, the parent company of Space Technology 
Laboratories, requesting Mettler’s services and indicating that “we all will 
be working together in this program and that we all want and need him and 
are presenting the request in the form of a national draft.”%° It is not clear 
whether such a letter was ever sent. 

At any rate, NASA was not able to convince Mettler to leave his West 
Coast position, and so turned to one of his senior associates at the Space 
Technologies Laboratories, George Mueller, as Holmes’s successor. As he 
formally joined NASA on September 1, 1963, Mueller was greeted by a 
front-page article in The New York Times headlined “Manned Test Flight 
Lags 9 Months in Moon Project” and saying that such a delay “has led 
some space officials to question whether it will be possible to achieve the 
Administration’s objective of landing men on the moon by the end of the 
decade.” Newsweek in its September 23 issue reported that “the Apollo man- 
on-the-moon program is almost a year behind its original timetable—and 
almost certainly will not meet the target set by Mr. Kennedy.” The magazine 
suggested that “the crux of the delay is threefold—money, machines, and 
men,” and suggested that there was “lagging morale and confusion inside 
NASA”?! 

Soon after assuming his position at NASA, George Mueller asked two 
senior NASA engineers to conduct a quick and discreet inquiry into the state 
of the Apollo program. On September 28, the two reported to Mueller that 
“if funding constraints...prevail,” the “lunar landing cannot be attained 
within the decade at acceptable risk,” and that the “first attempt to land 
men on the moon is likely about late 1971.” Mueller showed this report to 
Robert Seamans, who directed that it not be distributed, much less publi- 
cized; there are reports that he told Mueller to destroy the report since it was 
so at variance with what NASA was saying publicly, but at least some copies 
were retained. On the basis of this report and his own experience, by the end 
of October Mueller mandated a dramatic change in the Apollo schedule, 
known as “all up” testing; this required that all parts of the Saturn V launch 
vehicle be tested together, rather than separate tests for each launcher stage. 
This critical management decision made feasible getting to the Moon by the 
end of the decade.” 
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Whether NASA’s problems with the Apollo schedule were known to the 
White House is not clear from the written record. Given John Kennedy’s 
avid reading of the general media, it is probable that he noticed the Times 
and Newsweek stories. The program’s troubles in maintaining its schedule 
are likely to have played a role in a major White House review of the nation’s 
civilian and national security space programs that was just beginning in early 
October 1963. 


Conclusion 


Certainly if the Soviet Union had responded positively to Kennedy’s 
September 20, 1963, offer to cooperate in sending people to the Moon, there 
could have been profound changes in the character of the Apollo program. 
But even if such cooperation were not to have materialized, there is strongly 
suggestive evidence that Kennedy’s advisers, if not the president himself, 
were thinking about significant changes in the national space program in the 
October-November 1963 period. Those changes might well have included 
relaxing the schedule aimed at an initial lunar landing by late 1967, or even 
abandoning the Moon goal altogether. The New York Times noted as NASA 
celebrated its fifth birthday in early October that “technically, politically, 
financially, the space agency was in trouble...After five years of seemingly 
unlimited growth, the agency had suddenly and unexpectedly found its 
future ambitions and growth questioned by segments of the scientific com- 
munity it had tried so hard to patronize and by a Congress that had always 
seemed so open-handed and enthusiastic.”*? That questioning extended to 
John Kennedy’s inner circle, and it was very uncertain in the fall of 1963 
whether the White House would maintain the lunar landing program on its 
planned course. 
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Chapter 13 
Were Changes in the Wind? 


Reasoning both to President Kennedy’s concern over the increasing costs 
of the U.S. space effort and criticisms such as those in the August Reader’s 
Digest that there was too much emphasis on the lunar landing program at 
the expense of space efforts more directly relevant to national security, the 
White House in late September 1963 initiated a sweeping review of the 
U.S. civilian and military space programs and the balance between them. 
Representative Olin Teague a few days after Kennedy’s September 20 United 
Nations speech had written to President Kennedy, saying that he was “very 
anxious to know whether this national goal [being first to the Moon] was 
being abandoned or changed” and that he was “disappointed” at the sug- 
gestion of cooperation in the undertaking with the Soviet Union.' National 
security adviser McGeorge Bundy replied on October 4 that he and White 
House congressional liaison Larry O’Brien had discussed Teague’s letter 
with the president. Bundy told Teague that Kennedy asked Bundy to contact 
Teague with “an interim answer to the important question which you raise” 
regarding the national security implications of the cooperative proposal. 
Bundy told the congressman that “the relation between national security 
and the space program is very clear and important in the President’s judg- 
ment, and he is currently engaged in a major review of the relative roles of 
different agencies...We can assure you that there will be new expressions of 
the Administration’s point of view.”? 

What precisely was meant by the tantalizing term “new expressions” was 
not specified. But apparently there were some people advising President 
Kennedy that it was not necessary to continue the fast-paced effort to reach 
the Moon by the end of the decade; for example, secretary of state Dean 
Rusk in an October 3 meeting with the president suggested taking 15-20 
years to reach the lunar surface. Others argued that more emphasis should 
be placed on human flights in Earth orbit carried out under Department of 
Defense auspices. NASA’s Webb saw Kennedy’s United Nations speech as “a 
slight withdrawal of support” for Apollo, a “slight testing of the sentiment 
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as to whether the program could stand without his strong support.” Webb 
saw the speech as reflecting a “feeling that this was just the beginning of a 
group around him [Kennedy] who wanted to withdraw support.” Who the 
members of this “group” were was not clear to Webb; he suggested in a 1969 
interview that “I don’t know whether it meant Schlesinger and Sorensen or 
whether it meant the disarmament [and] arms control [advocates] or whether 
it meant Mr. McNamara. I would simply say those around him.”? 


NASA-DOD Review 


In this context, on October 5, 1963, senior officials from NASA and 
Department of Defense (DOD), including James Webb and Robert 
McNamara, met at the Pentagon with McGeorge Bundy. Bundy told them 
that the White House wanted a comprehensive review of the space program 
and that as part of that review, the two agencies would be asked several ques- 
tions: 


1. “What are the minimum elements of the space program essential to the 
lunar landing program?” 

2. “What are the minimum elements of the space program essential to 
clearly specified military requirements?” 

3. “What are the minimum elements of the space program essential to user 
requirements in areas common to military and commercial users (e.g. 
communications satellites, weather satellites, etc.)?” 

4. “What are the elements essential to or desirable for scientific objectives in 
space?” 


Bundy informed the officials that the NASA and DOD efforts in response 
to this set of questions would not only be used to rationalize the overall 
national space program to balance civilian and national security space efforts, 
to minimize duplication of effort, and thus to contain costs. They would also 
be inputs into a second review in which a task force headed by the director of 
the Bureau of the Budget (BOB) would “determine, in light of the FY1964 
and FY1965 budget pressures, what should be set forth as the goals of the 
U.S. space program and what the nature and pace of the program should 
be.”* The continuing commitment to a lunar landing before the end of the 
decade was very much a part of this second review. 

In response to this directive, NASA and DOD in October and November 
first conducted a series of separate studies on the various elements of their 
individual programs. Then, during November and December, they carried 
out five joint studies in the areas of launch vehicles, manned Earth orbital 
activities, communications satellites, geodetic, mapping, and weather satellite 
programs, and various ground facilities. These studies were not completed 
until January 1964, and with one important exception discussed below, did 
not lead to major changes in the already planned NASA and DOD space 
efforts.° 
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As the White House—mandated review was underway, Nikita Khrushchev 
on October 25 made a statement reported by The New York Times with the 
headline “Soviet Bars Race with U.S. to Land Men on the Moon.” A few 
days later, well-informed Times reporter John Finney suggested “for months 
the Administration had been trying to back away from the idea of a lunar 
race.” Even so, suggested Finney, for the United States “the question is not 
whether to go to the moon or not,” but rather “the pace at which the lunar 
expedition should be pursued,” particularly, as Khrushchev had seemed to 
suggest, if the Soviet Union was not engaged in a competitive lunar effort. 
Finney’s conclusion was that “the United States will not abandon the lunar 
expedition, but it will be pursued with less competitive zeal and at a more 
leisurely pace.”° 

It seems clear that indeed there was White House consideration being 
given at this point in time to carrying out Apollo at “a more leisurely pace.” 
In preparation for an October 31 presidential press conference, Charles 
Johnson of the National Security Council staff had suggested to McGeorge 
Bundy that there was “some merit in trying to unhitch ourselves from the 
idea of going to the moon in this decade as a hard proposition and focusing 
public attention on the critical period 1966-1967 when we will know if we 
have achieved adequate booster power” with the first launch of the Saturn 
V rocket. Bundy appears to have been sympathetic to such a suggestion; in 
September, he had told Kennedy that “the obvious choice [with respect to 
the future of the lunar landing program] is whether to press for cooperation 
or to continue to use the Soviet space effort as a spur to our own,” and that 
his preference was for cooperation, since “If we cooperate, the pressure comes 
off, and we can easily argue that it was our crash effort on ‘61 and ‘62 which 
made the Soviets ready to cooperate.”” 

Charles Johnson’s suggestion of focusing on demonstrating the supe- 
rior booster power of the Saturn V launcher rather than achieving a lunar 
landing by the end of the decade was in line with the thinking of some top 
people in NASA. The NASA assistant administrator for public affairs, Julian 
Scheer, sent to the White House both an initial statement issued by the 
space agency the day after Khrushchev’s October 25 remarks and a fuller 
statement reflecting “thoughts developed by the Administrator, Associate 
Administrator and the Assistant Administrator for Public Affairs.” The 
October 26 statement said: “We will continue to conduct our own program 
according to our own needs” and the U.S. program “has a brake and a 
throttle.” The fuller statement noted that “as a practical matter, the time 
for a decision on whether to speed up or slow down a space program such 
as the program we have developed and is now underway cannot be made at 
this time.” This was because “technology comes from passing certain criti- 
cal points. One of these is booster power and we will not pass this critical 
point until 1965-66 when we should equal or surpass the Russian booster 
launch vehicle power.”® 

NASA was concerned, however, that the White House not make a pre- 
mature statement suggesting significant changes in the end-of-the-decade 
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goal, even if that possibility was under active consideration. On October 30, 
Seamans, who was acting NASA administrator because both James Webb 
and Hugh Dryden were absent,’ tried to reach Bundy to voice NASA’s con- 
cerns with respect to what the president might say at his October 31 press 
conference. He was unsuccessful in contacting Bundy and so relayed NASA’s 
concerns to budget official Willis Shapley. He told Shapley that “it seems to 
NASA extremely important that the President not indicate at this time that 
there is any vacillation in the executive branch with respect to the manned 
lunar program.” He added that both NASA and the White House would 
find themselves in an “extremely awkward position...if it were to be indi- 
cated by the President or any other official administration spokesman that 
the current objectives of the manned lunar landing program are likely to be 
relaxed or abandoned” before the ongoing White House reviews were com- 
pleted. Seamans told Shapley that “NASA’s present strong recommendation 
is that we should keep going” with the planned program “at this time,” so 
the country would “not lose the benefit of the near-term objectives (e.g., 
launch vehicle development, further manned space flight experience with 
Gemini) ...even if it is subsequently decided not to press on to a manned 
lunar landing attempt as now planned.”!® 

These various activities and press reports in preparation for the president’s 
news conference strongly suggest that there was at the end of October 1963 
serious consideration being given within the White House to significant 
changes in Project Apollo, and that these developments were seen by NASA 
as threatening the integrity of its efforts. NASA on October 30 also told 
the White House that it “did not want to suggest any new lines for consid- 
eration because NASA is committed to a policy of maximum effort directed 
towards a lunar landing in this decade.” The space agency reported to the 
White House that during the preceding 48 hours it “had received important 
expressions of support for the present program and timetable—some of this 
support is from unexpected sources. There is reason to believe that there is 
a reaction in the country of ‘don’t quit when you are ahead.’”! (Who these 
sources may have been is not clear from the historical record.) 

President Kennedy was very likely aware of the arguments among his 
associates for and against slowing down the pace of the space buildup. At 
his October 31 press conference, Kennedy said, when questioned about 
Khrushchev’s statement that the Soviet Union did not have a lunar landing 
program, “I think that we ought to stay with our program. I think that is 
the best answer to Mr. Khrushchev.”!? 


A Final Kennedy Visit to the Apollo Launch Site 


On November 16, 1963, John Kennedy made the short flight to Cape 
Canaveral from his family home in Palm Beach, Florida for an inspection 
tour of progress being made by NASA in the Gemini and Apollo programs. 
He also took a helicopter to a Navy ship offshore to witness the launch of a 
submarine-based Polaris missile. The president’s visit was seen as “an effort 
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to focus attention on the nation’s space program” as the Congress made final 
decisions on the NASA FY1964 budget. 

Kennedy was first briefed on the Gemini program by astronauts Gus 
Grissom and Gordon Cooper. He then had a short presentation on Apollo 
by George Mueller in the launch control center at Launch Complex 37; a 
Saturn 1 booster was sitting on that launch pad for a planned December 
launch attempt. As his party left the control center, the president lagged 
behind to inspect the models of the various launch vehicles being used by 
NASA, ranging from the small Redstone booster that had been used for the 
suborbital launches of Alan Shepard and Gus Grissom to the mighty Saturn 
V that would be used to send astronauts to the Moon. When he was assured 
that the models were all to the same scale, Kennedy used words like “amaz- 
ing” and “fantastic.” Robert Seamans, who accompanied Kennedy through- 
out the visit, suggests that the President “maybe for the first time, began to 
realize the dimensions of these projects.” 





President Kennedy is briefed on Apollo plans by associate administrator for manned space 
flight George Mueller on November 16, 1963. In the first row (I-r) are: manned space flight 
official George Low; director of NASA’s Launch Operations Center Kurt Debus; NASA asso- 
ciate administrator Robert Seamans; NASA administrator James Webb; the president; NASA 
deputy administrator Hugh Dryden; director of Marshall Spaceflight Center Wernher von 
Braun; commander of the Air Force Missile Test Center at Cape Canaveral Major General 
Leighton Davis; and Senator George Smathers (D-FL). In front of the president is a model of 
the massive Vehicle Assembly Building within which the Saturn V moon rocket, also shown, 
would be assembled before being transported to the launch pad (NASA photograph). 
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Kennedy then walked to the vicinity of the Saturn 1 booster, where he was 
briefed on the rocket’s dimensions and capabilities by Wernher von Braun 
(see cover image). Before leaving the launch pad, and much to the discom- 
fort of his Secret Service detail, Kennedy walked over and stood directly 
underneath the rocket. At that moment, he asked whether the upcoming 
launch “will be the largest payload that man has ever put in orbit.” When 
told that this was indeed the case, Kennedy responded: “That is very, very 
significant.” He recognized that with the upcoming launch the United States 
would finally surpass the Soviet Union in lifting capacity, a goal that he had 
pursued from his first presidential decisions on space. The party then flew by 
helicopter over the Saturn V launch facilities under construction at Launch 
Complex 39 on the adjoining Merritt Island; Kennedy had been shown a 
model of the complex during his earlier briefing by Mueller. 

As he returned to the mainland after witnessing the Polaris launch, 
Kennedy said to Seamans, “I’m not sure that I have the facts really straight” 
with respect to the launch capability of the Saturn 1. “Will you tell me about 
it again?” Seamans responded that “the usable payload is 19,000 pounds, 
but we’ll actually have 38,000 pounds up there in orbit.” The rocket’s lift- 
off thrust would be 1.5 million pounds. Kennedy then asked, “what is the 
Soviet capability?” and Seamans told him that it was approximately 15,000 
pounds of usable payload and that the Soviet booster had only a lift-off 
thrust of 800,000 pounds. Kennedy once again said: “That’s very impor- 
tant. Now, be sure that the press understands this.” As he was preparing 
to return to Palm Beach, he turned to Seamans and said: “Now, you won’t 
forget, will you, to do this?” He asked Seamans to get on the press plane to 
emphasize that the United States would soon close the weight-lifting gap in 
space. Seamans was successful in his presidentially assigned mission. The New 
York Times reported the next day that Kennedy was “enthralled by the sight 
of the Saturn 1 vehicle, which is expected to make space history next month” 
by putting the United States ahead of the Soviet Union in the weight placed 
in orbit.!8 

Six days later, on the short flight from Fort Worth to Dallas, John F. 
Kennedy told Representative Olin Teague that “he wanted to go to the Cape 
for the Saturn launch in December. He thought the space program needed a 
boost and he wanted to help.”!* 


Apollo to Go Forward as Planned 


What might have happened to Project Apollo if John F. Kennedy had not 
been assassinated in Dallas on November 22, 1963, is an unanswerable ques- 
tion. Historian Roger Launius has suggested that “had Kennedy served two 
full terms, it is quite easy to envision a point...in which he might have 
decided that the international situation that sparked the announcement of a 
lunar landing ‘by the end of the decade’ had passed and he could have safely 
turned off the landing clock.” Such a thought could well have been the 
president’s mind as he worried during the summer and fall of 1963 about 
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the increasing criticisms and costs of Apollo and sought Soviet cooperation 
in a lunar mission; it was certainly one of the options being considered at 
the White House senior staff level. However, backing off of being first to 
the Moon did not seem to be on Kennedy’s mind in November 1963. In 
remarks he planned to deliver in Dallas on November 22, Kennedy would 
have said “the United States of America has no intention of finishing second 
in space. This effort is expensive—but it pays its own way for freedom and 
for America.”5 

As already noted, during October and November, NASA and DOD car- 
ried out independent reviews in response to the October 5 White House 
questions; they then began to prepare joint reviews on several key questions, 
such as what should be the Earth orbital human space flight effort and what 
should be the country’s launch vehicle program. The pace of the lunar land- 
ing program was not an issue in the joint NASA-DOD effort. Rather, the 
focus with respect to human space flight was the balance between NASA 
and DOD in Earth-orbital spaceflight activities. The Department of Defense 
at this point was becoming increasingly interested in the military and intelli- 
gence potentials of humans in orbit, and there were suggestions that DOD at 
some point might take over from NASA the leading role in the Gemini proj- 
ect. NASA during this period examined what was “the minimum manned 
earth-orbit program required to support a manned lunar landing”; the space 
agency wanted to make sure that there were enough Gemini flights to satisfy 
its requirements in support of Apollo before any consideration was given to 
the potential transfer of the project to Air Force control. The NASA study 
operated under the assumption that the White House objective in the joint 
program review was “to find ways and means of reducing the projected cost 
of the total (NASA and DOD) national space program without abandoning 
the objective of the manned lunar landing, while at the same time increasing 
the responsiveness of the program to military needs.”'® 

The pace of the lunar landing program was an issue in the BOB review 
of the national space program, which was taking place in parallel with the 
NASA-DOD effort. In late November, a report summarizing BOB’s conclu- 
sions was drafted by the BOB staff, primarily Willis Shapley, in consultation 
with senior representatives of NASA and the Department of Defense. This 
report had two sections, one dealing with the “Manned Lunar Landing 
Program” and the other with “Military Space Objectives,” with a particular 
focus on the future of a separate Air Force effort in human space flight. 

A November 13 draft of report of this “Special Space Review” contained 
a clear statement of the goal of the lunar landing program: “to attempt to 
achieve a manned lunar landing and return by the end of the decade” with 
“principal purposes” of (1) “demonstrating an important space achievement 
ahead of the USSR”; (2) “serving as a focus for technological developments 
necessary for other space objectives and having potential significance for 
national defense”; and (3) “acquiring useful scientific and other data to the 
extent feasible.” (This statement reinforces the reality that science was never 
the primary goal of going to the Moon.) The conclusion of the draft review 
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was that “after examining the pros and cons and the fiscal implications of 
possible alternatives...the goal as stated above should be adhered to at this 
time, with due recognition of the problems involved and of the possibility 
that it may be necessary to change the objective at some future date.”!” 

The next draft of the report was dated November 20. It expanded on 
the analysis of why it was prudent to stay with the lunar landing program as 
planned, saying that “the feasible alternatives available for major changes...are 
quite limited.” First, “there were generally good and sufficient reasons” for 
setting the lunar landing goal which were “still valid today.” In addition, 
“previous administration policy statements, testimony, and ‘commitments’ 
tend to limit the flexibility for major changes.” Also, “significant losses in 
time, money, and other disruptions are likely to result from major changes 
at this time.”!® 

The final draft of the Special Space Review was dated November 29, one 
week after President Kennedy’s assassination. This draft best represents the 
analysis and conclusions that would have been presented to the president 
for final decision if he had lived. The draft noted that its contents had been 
prepared “by Bureau of the Budget staff in consultation with senior repre- 
sentatives of NASA and the Department of Defense.” The report first asked: 
“Should consideration be given at this time to backing off from the manned 
lunar landing goal?” Three alternative actions were offered: 


1. “Adhere to the present goal.” 

2. “Decide now to abandon current work directly related to the manned 
lunar landing objective but to continue development of the large launch 
vehicle (Saturn V) so that it will be available for future space programs.” 

3. “Decide now to abandon both current work toward the manned lunar 
landing objective and the development of the Saturn V large launch 
vehicle.” 


In support of alternative 1, the report suggested that “in the absence 
of clear and compelling external circumstances a change in present poli- 
cies and commitments would involve an unacceptable ‘loss of face’ both 
domestically and internationally” and that cancelling Apollo would not “in 
fact reduce criticism of the total magnitude of the budget or increase sup- 
port for other meritorious programs to which the funds might be applied.” 
The arguments in support of alternative 2 included “doubts that Congress 
will provide adequate support for the manned lunar landing program in 
1965 and succeeding years” and “the apparent absence of a competitive 
USSR manned lunar landing program at this time.” Arguments in support 
of alternative 3 included “that an adequate continuing space program can 
be built around the use of the Saturn IB (and perhaps Titan III) launch 
vehicle.” 

The report also raised the possibility of deciding “that the [manned lunar 
landing] program should be geared to a schedule slipping the first manned 
lunar landing attempts one or two years later than now planned to the very 


WERE CHANGES IN THE WIND? 221 


end of the decade (i.e., end of CY 1969 or 1970, depending on the defini- 
tion of ‘decade’).” The review pointed out that “some slippage in present 
schedules is recognized as inevitable, so that eliminating the present mar- 
gin...would be tantamount to and generally recognized as an admission 
that the achievement of the goal has been deferred beyond the end of the 
decade.” 

Another issue addressed was “should our posture on the manned lunar 
landing program attribute a greater degree of military significance to the 
program?” The review concluded that “the facts of the situation justify the 
position that the launch vehicle, spacecraft, facilities, and general technology 
being developed by NASA...do have important future military significance.” 
However, “overplaying this point could have the effects of undercutting the 
general peaceful image of the program.” The review concluded with respect 
to a joint effort with the Soviet Union that “in the present situation we must 
necessarily take the posture that we are prepared to enter into any construc- 
tive agreement which will not jeopardize our national security interests and 
which will not delay or jeopardize the success of our MLL [manned lunar 
landing] program.” 

After it spelled out these various options, the BOB report concluded that 
“in the absence of clear changes in the present technical or international 
situations, the only basis for backing off from the MLL objective at this time 
would be an overriding fiscal decision.” (This conclusion had first appeared 
in the November 20 draft of the report.) That decision might be either “that 
budget totals in FY1965 or succeeding years are unacceptable and should be 
reduced by adjusting the space program” or “that within present budgetary 
totals an adjustment should be made shifting funds from space to other pro- 
grams.” The BOB analysis was that the lunar landing program could indeed 
be accommodated within the projected FY1965 and subsequent budget lev- 
els, and thus that there was also no basis on fiscal grounds for recommend- 
ing significant changes in the program’s character or pace.” 

The bottom line of the 1963 Special Space Review was that there was no 
reason for “backing off” the lunar landing goal. It is very unlikely that either 
President Kennedy’s top advisers or the president himself would have coun- 
termanded this conclusion, had Kennedy lived to consider that choice. 

When James Webb, Robert McNamara, Jerome Wiesner, Edward Welsh, 
new budget director Kermit Gordon, and their top associates met on 
November 30 to consider the draft Special Space Review, the possibility of 
changes in Apollo was not even discussed; the meeting focused on the second 
part of the report dealing with the Air Force program of human space flight. 
The group decided to cancel the Air Force DynaSoar program and replace it 
with the Manned Orbital Laboratory program, a small outpost combining 
the Gemini spacecraft and an attached module with room to experiment with 
various military and intelligence payloads. With respect to Apollo, Secretary 
of Defense McNamara was insistent that there was no military justification 
for a lunar landing effort, but the group agreed that broader national secu- 
rity considerations were part of the rationale for sending Americans to the 
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Moon. Without even reaching the level of a presidential decision, Apollo 
had survived an intense and wide-ranging review with its basic character 
‘ 20 

intact. 


Kennedy’s Final Words on Space 


The recommendation to continue Apollo on its current path would most 
likely have been welcomed by the president. As the BOB review was under- 
way, John F. Kennedy repeatedly made clear his view that the United States 
should continue its effort to assume the leading position in space. Kennedy’s 
excitement during his November 16 visit to Cape Canaveral in recognizing 
that the upcoming Saturn 1 launch would give the United States the weight- 
lifting lead in space reflected this determination; he referred to that soon-to- 
be-realized achievement several times in remarks on November 21 and the 
morning of November 22 as he moved forward with his tragic Texas tour. 

Perhaps Kennedy’s attitude on the space program on the last full day of 
his life are best reflected in remarks he made at the dedication of an aerospace 
medicine facility in San Antonio on November 21: 


I think the United States should be a leader [in space]. A country as rich and 
powerful as this which bears so many burdens and responsibilities, which has 
so many opportunities, should be second to none...We have a long way to 
go. Many weeks and months and years of long, tedious work lie ahead. There 
will be setbacks and frustrations and disappointments. There will be, as there 
always are, pressures in this country to do less in this area as in so many oth- 
ers, and temptations to do something else that is perhaps easier... This space 
effort must go on. The conquest of space must and will go ahead. That much 
we know. That much we can say with confidence and conviction. 

Frank O’Connor, the Irish writer, tells in one of his books how, as a boy, he 
and his friends would make their way across the countryside, and when they 
came to an orchard wall that seemed too high and too doubtful to try and too 
difficult to permit their voyage to continue, they took off their hats and tossed 
them over the wall—and then they had no choice but to follow them. 

This Nation has tossed its cap over the wall of space, and we have no choice 
but to follow it.?! 


Chapter 14 


John F. Kennedy and the Race 
to the Moon 


“hee assassination of President John F. Kennedy on November 22, 1963, 
had, of course, many consequences. One of them was turning the U.S. space 
program, and particularly the lunar landing effort, into a memorial to the 
fallen president. There was essentially no chance that the new president, 
Lyndon B. Johnson, would modify the goal set by President Kennedy in 
1961, a goal that Johnson had himself so strongly recommended. To rein- 
force his commitment to President Kennedy’s space legacy, less than a week 
after the assassination Johnson announced that Cape Canaveral would be 
renamed Cape Kennedy and that the space launch facilities located there 
would be called the John F. Kennedy Space Center.! 

In the more than five-and-a-half years between Kennedy’s death and the 
July 20, 1969 landing of Apollo 11 astronauts Neil Armstrong and Buzz 
Aldrin on the Moon, dedication to Kennedy’s commitment to achieving that 
feat “before this decade is out” sustained the program through delays and 
difficult times, including the death of three Apollo 1 astronauts in a launch 
pad accident on January 27, 1967. When the Apollo 11 command module 
Columbia returned to Earth, landing in the Pacific Ocean at dawn on July 
24, 1969, a large video screen in Apollo Mission Control in Houston dis- 
played these words: 


I believe that this nation should commit itself to achieving the goal, 
before this decade is out, of landing a man on the moon and returning 
him safely to earth. 

John F. Kennedy to Congress, May 25, 1961 


Above the image of the Apollo 11 mission patch on another screen appeared: 


Task accomplished 
July 1969 
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A half century has passed since President Kennedy decided to send 
Americans to the Moon, and almost forty years since the last two Apollo 
astronauts walked on the lunar surface. As noted in the prologue, historian 
Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. some years ago suggested that “the 20" Century will 
be remembered, when all else is forgotten, as the century when man burst 
his terrestrial bounds.”” While the broadest historical significance of the 
initial journeys to Moon may indeed take centuries to fully appreciate, it is 
certainly possible to evaluate the impacts of the lunar landing program to 
date and of John F. Kennedy’s role in initiating the effort and continuing to 
support it until the day of his death.* This chapter contains my assessment 
of what Kennedy’s commitment to the race to the Moon tells us about how 
John F. Kennedy carried out his duties as President of the United States; asks 
whether such a presidentially directed large-scale undertaking can serve as 
a model for other such efforts; and evaluates the several impacts of Project 
Apollo. I carry out this last evaluation in terms of how well Apollo served the 
objectives sought by President Kennedy in sending Americans to the lunar 





Apollo 11 astronaut Buzz Aldrin and the U.S. flag on the lunar surface, July 20, 1969 (NASA 
photograph). 
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surface, in terms of its impact on the evolution of the U.S. space program 
since the end of Project Apollo, and in terms of how humanity’s first jour- 
neys beyond the immediate vicinity of their home planet will be viewed in 
the long sweep of history. 


Understanding Kennedy’s Commitment to Apollo 


In the American public memory, John F. Kennedy stands as one of the most 
successful and important of U.S. presidents. This public image, however, is 
not universally shared by scholars of the presidency and of American gov- 
ernment. A half century after John Kennedy entered the White House, 
they disagree on how best to evaluate the Kennedy presidency. Some por- 
tray Kennedy as “a worldly, perceptive, strong, and judicious leader exud- 
ing confidence and charisma, deeply affected by the early crises of his 
administration, recognizing the rapid changes taking place in the world, 
and responding with a New Frontier of foreign policy initiatives.” Others 
have portrayed Kennedy as “a shallow, cynical, passionless and vainglorious 
politician, a traditional Cold Warrior, a weak and vulnerable president not 
always in control of his own foreign policy.” A more nuanced assessment is 
that President Kennedy was a “complex figure whose personality embraced 
elements of both images.”* 

I believe that the narrative in the preceding chapters supports this last 
view, but also suggests that in the case of Kennedy’s commitment to the 
race to the Moon, it is the more positive of the two general portrayals that 
best describes his choices and behavior. In deciding to go to the Moon, 
and then reiterating that choice several times after extensive White House 
reviews, Kennedy demonstrated with respect to space a steadiness of pur- 
pose and a clear understanding of the arguments for and against imple- 
menting his choice. He had the flexibility to pursue a cooperative path 
if it were open to him, but his judgment that space leadership was in the 
U.S. national interest made him determined to compete if competition 
was necessary. Kennedy as he announced his decision to go to the Moon 
warned the American public and their congressional representatives that 
the undertaking would be “a heavy burden, and there is no sense in agree- 
ing or desiring that the United States take an affirmative position in outer 
space, unless we are prepared to do the work and bear the burdens to make 
it successful.” As his science adviser Jerome Wiesner commented, “I think 
he became convinced that space was the symbol of the twentieth century. 
It was a decision he made cold bloodedly. He thought it was good for the 
country.”® 

The decision to go to the Moon was a choice that reflected particularly 
American characteristics, such as the assumption that the U.S. democratic 
system of government was superior to all alternatives, that the United States 
was rightfully the exemplar for other nations, and that meeting challenges 
to the U.S. position as the leading world power justified the use of extensive 
national resources to achieve success.° Not only the security of the United 
States was seen at stake; the decision reflected an almost messianic, expansive 
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drive, one resulting in a sense of destiny and mission, which has for a long 
time been part of the American world view. The validity of this assumption 
of American exceptionalism is, of course, open to challenge, but that is not 
my point. Rather, I conclude that it was this perspective that justified in the 
minds of President Kennedy and many of his key advisers the decision to 
begin, as Kennedy said in his speech announcing the decision, what they 
knew would be an expensive and difficult “great new American enterprise” 
aimed at winning the battle between “freedom and tyranny” for the “minds 
of men everywhere who are attempting to make a determination of which 
road they should take.” 

President Dwight Eisenhower had come to a different judgment of the 
importance of space achievement (or rather its lack of importance) in terms 
of preserving U.S. global leadership, which he saw as being based more on 
a sound defense, fiscal soundness, and social stability. John Kennedy, with 
his much more activist approach to government, had an opposing view. 
Kennedy was not at all a visionary in the sense of having a belief in the value 
of future space exploration; rather, his vision was that space capability would 
be an essential element of future national power, and thus that the United 
States should not by default allow the Soviet Union to have a monopoly of 
large-scale capabilities to operate in “this new ocean.” I believe that this was 
a wise judgment, one from which the United States has benefitted over the 
past half century. Perhaps the technical capabilities developed for Apollo 
were in fact too large and too expensive for subsequent regular use, but the 
principle that the United States should be the leading spacefaring nation has 
served the country well. 

As Walter McDougall observed, “perhaps Apollo could not be justified, 
but, by God, we could not mot do it.” Even the fiscally conservative Bureau 
of the Budget (BOB) agreed, commenting in a 1963 analysis that “we are 
inclined to agree with the conclusion that the fundamental justification at 
this time for a large-scale space program lies...in the unacceptability of a 
situation in which the Russians continue space activities on a large scale and 
we do not.” 


A Rational Choice? 


In my 1970 book The Decision to Go to the Moon, 1 portrayed Kennedy’s 
1961 decision to enter a space race with the Soviet Union as closely resem- 
bling the rational choice model of decision-making, in which a decision- 
maker identifies a desirable goal to be achieved or a problem to be addressed, 
assesses various options for achieving that objective, and selects the option 
with the best ratio of benefits to costs. It is important to note that what 
makes this decision process “rational” is the purposeful evaluation of alter- 
natives to achieve a stated goal and the choice of the alternative that embod- 
ies the best relationship between benefits and costs; the goal itself is a matter 
of judgment, and must be evaluated on the quality of that judgment. My 
reconstruction of the decision process in April and May 1961 suggested that 
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John Kennedy made the following judgments, each of which could be open 
to debate: 


e Kennedy defined the U.S. national interest as requiring this country to be 
superior to any rival in every aspect of national power. 

e This conviction reflected a Cold War interpretation of the international 
situation in which there was a zero-sum contest for global power and influ- 
ence conducted between two sharply opposed social and political systems, 
one led by the United States and the other by the Soviet Union, with an 
uncommitted “Third World,” and perhaps even more developed countries, 
deciding with which system it was better to associate. 

e National prestige, Kennedy thought, was an important element of national 
power. As image-conscious as he was, Kennedy judged that what other 
nations thought about American power and resolve to use it was as impor- 
tant, if not more important, than the reality of that power. Kennedy once 
wondered aloud “What is prestige? Is it the shadow of power or the sub- 
stance of power?” He concluded that prestige was a real factor in acquiring 
and exercising national power.’ 

e Kennedy’s own analysis, the answers he got from the many people he que- 
ried in the weeks following the April 12 launch of Yuri Gagarin, his assess- 
ment of the national and international reaction to that feat, and the advice 
he received from people like Lyndon Johnson and James Webb convinced 
the president that dramatic space achievements were closely tied to national 
prestige and thus “part of the battle along the fluid front of the cold war.” 
In addition, Kennedy judged that the potential contributions of space 
capabilities to military power justified a significant investment in develop- 
ing those capabilities, albeit through a peaceful, civilian-led effort. 


Once these judgments were made, the choice of sending Americans to the 
Moon emerged from a rapid but searching assessment of what space activity 
would best achieve a dramatic space “first” before the Soviet Union, thereby 
both enhancing U.S. prestige and serving as the focal point for the devel- 
opment of various space capabilities. It was this decision process that can 
best be characterized as rational. For example, veteran budget official Willis 
Shapley, who had been observing national security policy choices since he 
joined the BOB in 1942, commented that “after having been through quite a 
few major decisions, there was never a major decision like this made with the 
same degree of eyes-open, knowing-what-you’re getting-in-for” character. 
Science adviser Jerome Wiesner agreed, saying that he and Kennedy “talked 
a lot about do we have to do this. He said to me, ‘Well, it’s your fault. If you 
had a scientific spectacular on this earth that would be more useful—say 
desalting the ocean—or something that is just as dramatic and convincing as 
space, then we would do it.’ We talked about a lot of things where we could 
make a dramatic demonstration—like nation building—and the answer was 
that there were so many military overtones as well as other things to the 
space program that you couldn’t make another choice.” Wiesner added that 
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“if Kennedy could have opted out of a big space program without hurting 
the country in his judgment, he would have.” Also, “these rockets were a 
surrogate for military power. He had no real options. We couldn’t quit the 
space race, and we couldn’t condemn ourselves to be second.” Time/Life 
reporter Hugh Sidey suggests that the Moon project “was a classic Kennedy 
challenge. If it hadn’t been started, he might have invented it all, since it 
combined all those elements of intelligence, courage, and teamwork that so 
intrigued John Kennedy.” Some years later, the admiring Sidey added that 
in deciding to go to the Moon, Kennedy “heard the poets. He was beyond 
politics and dollars.”8 

The final words on why he decided to go to the Moon belong to President 
Kennedy himself. We have in the tape recording of his November 21, 1962, 
meeting with his space and budgetary advisers an uncensored record of his 
thinking on the reasons behind his commitment. Then he said: 


“This is important for political reasons, international political reasons. 
This is, whether we like it or not, in a sense a race.” 

“T would certainly not favor spending six or seven billion dollars to find 
out about space no matter how on the schedule we’re doing... Why are we 
spending seven million dollars on getting fresh water from salt water, when 
we’re spending seven billion dollars to find out about space? Obviously 
you wouldn’t put it on that priority except for the defense implications. 
And the second point is the fact that the Soviet Union has made this a test 
of the system. So that’s why we’re doing it. So I think we’ve got to take 
the view that this is the key program. Everything we do ought really to be 
tied to getting on the Moon ahead of the Russians.” 

“ We're talking about these fantastic expenditures which wreck our budget 
and all these other domestic programs and the only justification for it in 
my opinion to do it in this time or fashion is because we hope to beat them 
and demonstrate that starting behind, as we did by a couple of years, by 
God, we passed them.” 

“ Tm not that interested in space.” 


The public rhetoric of President Kennedy, particularly the memorable 
September 1962 speech at Rice University, created the impression that 
Kennedy was motivated in his support of Apollo by other reasons, and par- 
ticularly by a long range vision of space exploration. One clear conclusion of 
this study is that Kennedy was not a space visionary. Rather, he was a prag- 
matic decision-maker who came to the conclusion that “whatever mankind 
must undertake, free men must fully share.” 


Commitment Reviewed and Reiterated 


It is important to realize that Kennedy’s decision to go to the Moon was not 
made once and for all time in April and May 1961. By mid-1961, Kennedy 
began questioning the costs associated with Apollo, and several times in 
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1962 and again, more intensely, in 1963 there were in-depth reviews of 
Apollo’s cost and schedule, asking each time whether the benefits of going 
ahead as planned justified the very high costs involved. In 1963, Kennedy 
saw an opportunity to cooperate with the Soviet Union in going to the 
Moon as a means of reducing U.S. costs while achieving other important 
strategic objectives; if the Soviet Union had responded positively, it certainly 
would have changed the character of Project Apollo. 

There was thus not a single decision to aim at a lunar landing, but rather 
a series of decisions, each time with alternative paths being considered and 
each time with the resulting choice being to proceed with the program to 
land Americans on the Moon “before this decade is out,” either as a uni- 
lateral undertaking or cooperatively. Only at the very end of the Kennedy 
administration was serious consideration given to slipping the end of the 
decade schedule, and even then the decision made was to reject such slippage 
and to stay with the planned schedule. 

Kennedy’s consistently reiterated commitment to Apollo can be best 
understood in terms of how he carried out his presidency overall. Theodore 
Sorensen, as he prepared Columbia University lectures which were later pub- 
lished as his book Decision-Making in the White House, asked national secu- 
rity adviser McGeorge Bundy for suggestions on what to say. Bundy replied 
that “the modes of Presidential decision are enormously varied,” that “deci- 
sions are made through the ceaseless process by which, if an administration 
is lively, recommendations and proposals are ground forward,” and that in a 
sense “the entire presidential existence is...a process of decision.” Viewing 
JFK’s commitment to Apollo in these terms is particularly useful. Bundy 
suggested that “the president’s larger policies: an open door to Moscow, 
an open door to all underdog Americans, an open door to intelligence and 
hope, honor to bravery, equal sense of past and future, gallantry to beauty, 
and pride in politics” were “colors of a permanent palette” and were reflected 
“in the small as well as the large decisions, drawn from in a hundred ways.”? 
Policies in the space arena were indeed a reflection of Kennedy’s broader 
objectives as president. As Sorensen suggests, reflecting the multiple facets 
of Kennedy’s space strategy: 


I think the President had three objectives in space. One was to ensure its 
demilitarization. The second was to prevent the field to be occupied to the 
Russians to the exclusion of the United States. And the third was to make 
certain that American scientific prestige and American scientific effort were at 
the top. Those three goals all would have been assured in a space effort which 
culminated in our beating the Russians to the moon. All three of them would 
have been endangered had the Russians continued to outpace us in their space 
effort and beat us to the moon. But I believe all three of those goals would 
also have been assured by a joint Soviet-American venture to the moon. 

The difficulty was that in 1961, although the President favored the joint 
effort, we had comparatively few chips to offer. Obviously the Russians were well 
ahead of us at that time... But by 1963, our effort had accelerated considerably. 
There was a very real chance we were even with the Soviets in this effort. In 
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addition, our relations with the Soviets, following the Cuban missile crisis and 
the test ban treaty, were much improved—so the President felt that, without 
harming any of those three goals, we now were in a position to ask the Soviets 
to join us and make it efficient and economical for both countries. 


President Kennedy himself explained the subtlety of his space strategy as 
he wrote Congressman Albert Thomas in the aftermath of his September 
20, 1963, proposal at the United Nations that the journey to the Moon 
become a cooperative undertaking: “This great national effort and this 
steadily stated readiness to cooperate with others are not in conflict. They 
are mutually supporting elements of a single policy.” Kennedy added: “If 
cooperation is possible, we mean to cooperate, and we shall do so from a 
position made strong and solid by our national effort in space. If coop- 
eration is not possible—and as realists we must plan for this contingency 
too—then the same strong national effort will serve all free men’s inter- 
est in space, and protect us also against possible hazards to our national 
security.” 

One analyst of the Kennedy presidency correctly comments that “there 
would have been no race to the moon without the Cold War; the space pro- 
gram became as much a part of that conflict as Cuba, Berlin, and Laos.”!° 
Whatever President Kennedy, Vice President Johnson, and NASA admin- 
istrator Webb said about the purposes of Project Apollo in their public 
rhetoric, from the time that Kennedy asked Johnson to identify “a space 
program that promises dramatic results in which we could win,” it was well 
understood within the government that the primary objective of Apollo 
was winning a Cold War-inspired competition to be first to the Moon. 
To those more focused on the totality of the U.S. space program than was 
John Kennedy, it was also clear from 1961 on that a program aimed at 
sending Americans to the Moon could serve as a focal point for the develop- 
ment of space capabilities of strategic value for the United States. By 1963, 
President Kennedy had seemingly also embraced that view. The November 
1963 “Special Space Report” recommending proceeding with Apollo on its 
then-planned schedule clearly stated that “principal purposes” of the lunar 
landing program were (1) “demonstrating an important space achievement 
ahead of the USSR”; (2) “serving as a focus for technological developments 
necessary for other space objectives and having potential significance for 
national defense”; and (3) “acquiring useful scientific and other data to the 
extent feasible.” These were the reasons John F. Kennedy decided in 1961 
to go to the Moon, and they remained the objectives of Apollo at the time 
of his death. 

This stability in the actual reasons for the lunar race served as the politi- 
cal foundation for White House decisions to allocate the massive resources 
required for Apollo’s success, even after Kennedy’s assassination. It is perhaps 
his willingness to stay the course in the face of increasing criticisms of the 
path in space that he had chosen that most indicates the quality and strength 
of John F. Kennedy’s original decision to go to the Moon. 
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Other Explanations 


Historian Roger Launius has been somewhat critical of explaining Kennedy’s 
space decisions as the result of “an exceptionally deliberate, reasonable, 
judicious, and logical process.” He finds such an explanation as overly “neat 
and tidy.” Launius suggests that the strength of the rational choice model 
“is its emphasis on Kennedy’s Apollo decision as a politically pragmatic one 
that solved a number of significant problems,” and that its weakness is “its 
unwavering belief that individuals—and especially groups of individuals— 
logically assess situations and respond with totally reasonable consensus 
actions.” He adds that “since virtually nothing is done solely on a rational 
basis this is a difficult conclusion to accept.” Launius also wonders whether 
Kennedy’s attraction to the race to the Moon was a reflection of his “quint- 
essential masculinity.”™ 

I agree; of course other considerations than logic were involved in deci- 
sions related to the race to the Moon. The question is whether a rational 
approach was the predominant influence on policy choice in the 1961-1963 
period, even as politics and personalities also played a part. I believe the 
preceding narrative suggests that this indeed was the case. A rational deci- 
sion process can address both solving current problems as well as finding a 
way to achieve longer-term goals. Certainly the immediate stimulus to the 
decision to go to the Moon was the threat to U.S. global leadership posed by 
the world’s reaction to Soviet space successes at the same time as the United 
States looked weak in its conduct of the Bay of Pigs fiasco. Kennedy’s desire 
to regain his personal prestige and his administration’s momentum were also 
problems addressed by the Apollo choice. Finding a way at the same time to 
move away from current problems and to pursue a worthy goal is an opti- 
mum policy-making objective, and Kennedy’s space strategy was well-crafted 
to achieve this outcome. John Kennedy shared with others in his family an 
intensely competitive personality, and that characteristic certainly influenced 
the way he interpreted the U.S.-Soviet space relationship. He constantly used 
references to “a race,” the need for “winning” and being “first” in both 
his public and private comments on space.!”? As Manned Spacecraft Center 
director Robert Gilruth commented, “he was a young man; he didn’t have 
all the wisdom he would have had. If he’d been older, he probably would 
never have done it.” It was a combination of Kennedy’s youthful faith in the 
future, his fundamentally competitive personality, and his broader concep- 
tion of the national interest that made him willing to accept the costs and 
risks of the lunar enterprise. 

In 1964, political scientist Vernon van Dyke suggested that Kennedy’s 
need to restore national pride, which van Dyke characterized as “a need 
for national achievement and national morale” and as “gratification stem- 
ming from actual or confidently anticipated achievement,” was the basic 
motivation for the decision to initiate the U.S. lunar landing program. John 
Kennedy came to the White House believing that by the force of his per- 
sonality combined with forward-looking government actions he could “get 
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this country moving again”; the combined shocks of the world reaction to 
the Gagarin flight and the Bay of Pigs fiasco challenged this belief. While 
restoring national (and perhaps personal) morale was indeed one of President 
Kennedy’s goals, it seems to me that he saw pride in American society and 
its achievements not primarily in domestic terms but more as an element of 
U.S. “soft power”—the ability of the United States to “obtain the outcomes 
it wants in world politics because other countries want to follow it, admir- 
ing its values, emulating its example, aspiring to its level of prosperity and 
openness.”!3 In Kennedy’s thinking about Project Apollo, both pride and 
power were elements of a policy initiative aimed primarily at influencing 
other nations of the world. As he said in his May 25, 1961, speech announc- 
ing the decision to go to the Moon, “no single space project in this period 
will be more impressive to mankind.” 

Surprisingly, most historians of the Kennedy presidency give only passing 
attention to JFK’s space choices, even though Kennedy himself once char- 
acterized his decision to initiate Project Apollo as “among the most impor- 
tant decisions that will be made during my incumbency in the office of the 
Presidency.”* An exception is the work of Michael Beschloss, who in 1997 
characterized Kennedy’s lunar landing decision in a way that fits well with 
the more negative general assessment of Kennedy as president quoted earlier. 
Beschloss suggests that Kennedy “could easily tolerate the Gagarin success,” 
but after the collapse of the Bay of Pigs invasion, “he was desperately in need 
of something that would divert the attention of the public and identify him 
with a cause that would unify them behind his administration.” According 
to Beschloss, Kennedy’s April 20, 1961, memorandum to Vice President 
Johnson asking him to lead a review of the space program was “redolent of 
presidential panic.” Kennedy’s May 25 speech announcing the acceleration 
of the U.S. space effort asked for “the most open-ended commitment ever 
made in peacetime...and represented a high moment of the imperial presi- 
dency.” Beschloss argues that the proposed commitment was “a measure of 
Kennedy’s aversion to long-range planning and his tendency to be rattled by 
momentary crises,” and that “Kennedy’s desire for a quick, theatrical reversal 
of his new administration’s flagging position, especially just before a summit 
with Khrushchev, is a more potent explanation of his Apollo decision than 
any other.” Beschloss concludes that “Kennedy’s political objectives were 
essentially achieved by the presidential decision to go to the Moon, and he 
did not necessarily think much about the long-term consequences.”!® 

I believe the record of how the lunar landing decision was made gives 
only modest support to Beschloss’s analysis. Words like “desperately” and 
“panic” do not seem to me to describe Kennedy’s state of mind as he consid- 
ered whether to use a “space achievement which promises dramatic results” 
as a tool of his foreign policy. Both in the weeks before the Gagarin flight, 
especially during the March 22-23 review of the NASA budget, and during 
his own inquiries as Lyndon Johnson’s space review was underway, Kennedy 
heard a wide variety of views on the value of a prestige-oriented space effort. 
Beschloss suggests that it was the Bay of Pigs failure that convinced Kennedy 
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to move forward with a space initiative. But on April 14, before the invasion 
began, Kennedy met with his space advisors and commented that “there’s 
nothing more important” than getting the United States into a leading posi- 
tion in space. Kennedy’s final approval of the acceleration of the space effort 
came on May 10; the summit meeting with Khrushchev was not finally set 
until a week later. Even then, Kennedy sent out feelers regarding a possible 
agreement at the summit meeting on U.S.-Soviet cooperation in going to 
the Moon; this is inconsistent with assertion that the need for a “quick, the- 
atrical reversal” of Kennedy administration fortunes before the summit was 
a key factor in Kennedy’s space decisions. 

In summary then, I conclude that President Kennedy’s commitment to a 
lunar landing program as the centerpiece of an effort to establish U.S. space 
leadership was the result of thoughtful consideration, particularly given that 
it was reiterated a number of times between May 1961 and November 1963. 
The commitment was publicly embellished with rhetorical flourishes, but at 
its core was a Cold War-—driven but rational policy choice. 

The commitment also reflected values deeply embedded in the national 
psyche. When I wrote The Decision to Go to the Moon over forty years ago, 
my analysis of that decision reflected what Launius has correctly character- 
ized as “a fundamentally liberal perspective on U.S. politics and society” 
and a celebration of “the use of federal power for public good.” I suggested 
then that the Apollo decision reflected assumptions at the core of Western 
liberal philosophy. That man can do whatever he chooses, given only the will 
to do it and the techniques and resources required, is a belief that reflects 
motivations and characteristics basic to Western and particularly American 
civilization—a will to action, confidence in man’s mastery over nature, and 
a sense of mission. Specific decisions on what a government should do are 
made by its leaders, and ideally reflect a lasting conception of the national 
interest rather than more parochial concerns or the specifics of their char- 
acter. Through such decisions, the values and aspirations of a society can 
then be expressed through state action. John Kennedy embraced this activ- 
ist perspective; in his much-respected June 1963 commencement address 
at American University, he suggested that “our problems are man-made— 
therefore, they can be solved by man. And man can be as big as he wants. No 
problem of human destiny is beyond human beings. Man’s reason and spirit 
have often solved the seemingly unsolvable.”!° 

I would today revise my 1970 assessment, but only somewhat. The liberal 
perspective— that it is appropriate for the Federal government to under- 
take large-scale programs aimed at the public good—has been embraced by 
American presidents such as Woodrow Wilson, notably Franklin D. Roosevelt 
with his New Deal initiatives, John F. Kennedy and, after Kennedy, by Lyndon 
Johnson and Barack Obama, as well as by the more progressive elements of 
the U.S. political community. Other presidents and the more conservative 
elements among U.S. intellectuals, media, and most probably the major- 
ity of the general public are, in contrast, skeptical of both the appropriate- 
ness and the feasibility of large-scale government programs aimed at societal 
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improvement. So the proposal to focus massive government resources on a 
lunar landing effort in fact reflected only one of the two dominant strains in 
American political thought, the one that sees government steering of U.S. 
society as legitimate. 

Conservative thinking as it applies to the commitment to Apollo was 
best articulated by historian Walter McDougall in his 1985 prize-winning 
study... the Heavens and the Earth. McDougall suggests that Kennedy’s pro- 
posal that the United States send Americans to the Moon “amounted to a 
plea that Americans, while retaining their free institutions, bow to a far more 
pervasive mobilization by government, in the name of progress.” The lunar 
landing decision was part of JFK’s assumption that some areas of “private 
behavior, when they involved the common security and well-being of the 
country” should be “susceptible to political control,” expressed through a 
“growing technocratic mentality.” He suggests that Project Apollo and the 
other initiatives proposed by Kennedy in his first months in office resulted 
in “an American-style mobilization that was one step away” from the Soviet 
approach to a planned society. To McDougall, “the commitment to go to 
the moon did more than accelerate existing trends in space. It served as the 
bridge over which technocratic methods passed from the military to the 
civilian realm.”!7 

Some justification for McDougall’s concern about the impulses behind 
the lunar landing decision can be found in the language used in the May 
8, 1961, report signed by James Webb and Robert McNamara that recom- 
mended setting a voyage to the Moon as a national goal. In portions of 
the report embodying themes first suggested by McNamara assistant John 
Rubel, the report argued that the diffusion of U.S. research and development 
efforts during the 1950s, especially in the national security sector, had had 
“a strong adverse effect on our capacity to do a good job in space.” While the 
report did not suggest “that we apply Soviet type restrictions and controls 
upon the exercise of personal liberty and freedom of choice ... we must create 
mechanisms to lay out and insist on achievement.” This call for concentra- 
tion of effort was also found in Wernher von Braun’s April 29, 1961, letter 
to Vice President Johnson responding to the questions President Kennedy 
had asked in his April 20 memorandum. Von Braun concluded his letter by 
noting that “in the space race we are competing with a determined opponent 
whose peacetime economy is on a wartime footing...I do not believe we can 
win this race unless we take some measures which thus far have been consid- 
ered acceptable only in times of a national emergency.” 

Overall, however, McDougall’s analysis is derived more from his overall 
conservative perspective than from the facts of the situation in 1961-1963. 
While those charged with implementing the lunar mission individually went 
to extraordinary lengths to achieve success, neither John Kennedy’s nor James 
Webb’s management approach called for strong centralized control. The policy 
and budget decisions that steered Apollo in its early years were made through 
the normal decision-making process, not in a war-time or Soviet style. It was 
not the decision to go to the Moon that “militarized” civilian decision-making 
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and led to such initiatives as President Johnson’s Great Society and James 
Webb’s attempts to use the space program as an instrument of change with 
respect to the U.S. educational and research systems. Those impulses stretched 
back to the activist presidency of Franklin D. Roosevelt. Both Johnson and 
Webb were committed New Dealers who used their positions in government 
to take actions that in their view would be for the common good. 

The debate over the appropriate role of the federal government in under- 
taking large-scale efforts on behalf of the U.S. citizenry is a continuing one, 
and a full discussion of that role is well beyond the scope of this study. What 
can be discussed, however, is what lessons can be drawn from the Apollo 
experience, and particularly from the way it was initiated by President John 
Kennedy, should there be a desire to begin another very expensive multiyear 
government initiative. 


If We Can Put a Man on the Moon... 


Project Apollo became the twentieth-century archetype of a successful, 
large-scale, government-led program. As peacetime engineering endeavors 
sponsored by the government, only the construction of the Panama Canal 
between 1904 and 1914 and the construction of the Interstate Highway 
System over several decades beginning in the 1950s rivaled Apollo in terms 
of the scope and difficulty of the task and the scale of human and financial 
resources required. The success of Apollo has also led to the cliché, “if we 
can put a man on the Moon, why can’t we...?” In their 2009 book titled 
with that cliché, Eggers and O’Leary suggest that “democratic governments 
can achieve great things only if they meet two requirements: wisely choosing 
which policies to pursue and then executing those policies.”!® 

I believe that this study demonstrates that Project Apollo met both of 
these requirements for success. Eggers and O’Leary attribute much of the 
successful execution of the lunar landing program to the leadership of NASA 
administrator James Webb. I suggest that many others, both within and out- 
side of NASA, should share credit for that implementation success, including 
particularly John Kennedy.’ President Kennedy gave Webb a great deal of 
freedom to manage NASA as Webb saw fit. A number of times between 1961 
and 1963 Kennedy heard from others, often science adviser Jerome Wiesner 
or budget director David Bell, who questioned or disagreed with the path 
chosen by Webb. In particular, Wiesner waged a vigorous campaign to over- 
turn NASA’s choice of the lunar orbit rendezvous approach for carrying 
out the landing mission. Brainerd Holmes let it be known to Kennedy that 
Webb opposed his suggestion that the schedule for the first lunar landing be 
accelerated; Kennedy shared Holmes’s desire for the earliest possible landing. 
Even the Mercury astronauts took their plea for an additional flight in the 
Mercury program directly to President Kennedy. In every instance, Kennedy 
deferred to Webb as the individual responsible for carrying out the space pro- 
gram and thus the person who should make these decisions. Kennedy’s style 
as chief executive was to seek as much information as possible in formulating 
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his policy choices, but once a decision was made, Kennedy seldom intervened 
in its execution. 

In my 1970 book, I suggested that “the experience of the lunar landing 
decision can be generalized to tell us how to proceed toward other ‘great new 
American enterprises.’” I set out in that book four conditions that seemed 
to me to be requirements for making a wise decision regarding an ambitious 
future objective: 


1. The objective sought must be known to be feasible, with a high degree of 
probability, at the time the decision to seek it is made. 

2. The objective must have been the subject of sufficient political debate so 
that the groups interested in it and opposed to it can be identified, their 
positions and relative strengths evaluated, and potential sources of sup- 
port have time to develop. 

3. Some dramatic “occasion for decision,” such as a crisis resulting from an 
external or domestic challenge, must occur to create an environment in 
which the objective and the policies to achieve it become politically fea- 
sible. 

4. There must be in leadership positions in the political system individuals 
whose personalities and political philosophies support the initiation of 
new large-scale government activities aimed at long-term payoffs and who 
have the political skill to choose the situations in which such activities can 
be initiated successfully. 


Even writing in 1970, I recognized that the first of these conditions was 
very limiting, and would not work when the end desired required both tech- 
nological breakthroughs and significant changes in deep-seated behavior 
patterns. However, I thought that “finding objectives with high social utility 
which could be achieved by a specific time using technologies, either physi- 
cal or social, which are based on existing knowledge is not difficult.”?° Forty 
years later, I find these comments either remarkably optimistic or remark- 
ably naive, probably both. What was unique about going to the Moon is that 
it required no major technological innovations and no changes in human 
behavior, just mastery over nature using the scientific and technological 
knowledge available in 1961. There are very few, if any, other potential objec- 
tives for government action that have these characteristics. 

The reality is that attempts to implement other large-scale nondefense 
programs over the past forty years have never been successful, in the space 
sector or in the broader national arena. Both President George H. W. Bush 
in 1989 and President George W. Bush in 2004 set out ambitious visions 
for the future of space exploration, but neither of those visions became real- 
ity; the political and budgetary support needed for success were notably 
missing. More recent attempts to re-create a space race mentality by posit- 
ing that China was intending to send humans to the Moon before a U.S. 
return have fallen flat. In 2010, President Barack Obama proposed a dra- 
matic move away from the Apollo approach to space exploration, stressing 


JOHN F. KENNEDY AND THE RACE TO THE MOON 237 


the development of new enabling technologies and widespread international 
collaboration; he also declared that the Moon would not be the first desti- 
nation as humans traveled beyond Earth orbit. This proposal was met with 
skepticism and political controversy; as I write these words, its fate is still 
unclear. In the nonspace sector, there have been few opportunities for large- 
scale government programs that do not require for their success a combina- 
tion of technological innovation and significant changes in human behavior. 
The attempts to declare a “War on Cancer,” for example, required not only 
research breakthroughs but also changing the smoking habits of millions 
of Americans. Attempts to move toward U.S. “energy independence” run 
afoul both limited research and development spending and the complex ties 
between non-U.S. energy suppliers and the U.S. financial and government 
sectors. Providing adequate health care for all Americans turns out to be 
primarily a political, not merely a technical, challenge. Managing global 
environmental change has both high technical uncertainties and challenging 
social inertia to overcome. And so on. 

Given this situation, I am now inclined to accept an alternative explana- 
tion that I rejected forty years ago: that the lunar landing decision and the 
efforts that turned it in into reality were unique occurrences, a once-in-a- 
generation, or much longer, phenomenon in which a heterogeneous mixture 
of factors almost coincidentally converged to create a national commitment 
and enough momentum to support that commitment through to its fulfill- 
ment. If this is indeed the case, then there is little to learn from the decision 
to go to the Moon relevant to twenty-first century choices. This would make 
the lament “if we can put a man on the moon, why can’t we...?” almost 
devoid of useful meaning except to suggest the possibility that governments 
can succeed in major undertakings, given the right set of circumstances. 
Other approaches to carrying out large-scale government programs will have 
to be developed; the Apollo experience has little to teach us beyond its status 
as a lasting symbol of a great American achievement. 


Apollo’s Impacts 


Indeed, it may be the symbolic character of America’s voyages to the Moon 
that is the most important heritage of the Apollo program. Certainly the 
image of the Earth rising over the barren lunar surface taken by Apollo 
8 astronaut Bill Anders on Christmas Eve 1968 and of Apollo 11’s Buzz 
Aldrin standing next to the American flag at “Tranquility Base” have become 
iconic, communicating to subsequent generations that the United States did 
years ago achieve something unique in human experience, the first steps off 
the home planet. 


Achieving JFK’s Purposes 


John Kennedy chose to go to the Moon as a means of restoring the U.S. 
prestige that he judged had been lost during the Eisenhower administration. 
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In the shorter term, he also wanted to counteract the prestige loss caused by 
the conjunction of the Soviet success with the flight of Yuri Gagarin and the 
U.S. failure at the Bay of Pigs. Kennedy in 1961 conceptualized prestige in 
a way well described by British diplomatic historian F. S. Oliver thirty years 
earlier: 


What prestige is, it would be hard to describe precisely, It may be nothing 
more substantial than an effect produced upon the international imagina- 
tion—in other words, an illusion. It is, however, far from being a mere bubble 
of vanity; for the nation that possesses great prestige is thereby enabled to have 
its way, and to bring things to pass which it could never hope to achieve by its 
own forces. Prestige draws material benefits in its train. Political wisdom will 
never despise it.?! 


In terms of both shorter-term and more lasting impacts on U.S. interna- 
tional prestige and the associated national pride, Apollo was a substantial 
success. Within months of JFK’s clarion call, NASA and U.S. industry were 
mobilized in a high-profile pursuit of the lunar landing goal. By declaring 
that the United States intended to take a leading position in space, and 
by then taking the steps to turn that declaration into practice, Kennedy 
effectively undercut the unilateral Soviet space advantage in dramatic 
space achievements well before any comparable U.S. success. The succes- 
sive achievements of Projects Mercury and Gemini, and most notably the 
February 1962 first U.S. orbital flight of John Glenn, became initial steps 
in JFK’s lunar quest and thus made the U.S. space program of the 1960s a 
source of international prestige and national pride. The psychological and 
political advantages of early Soviet space successes were quickly and effec- 
tively countered. 

The success of Apollo 11 in July 1969 and five subsequent missions to the 
lunar surface (Apollo 13, of course, had a major failure on the way to the 
Moon and did not complete its landing mission) cemented the international 
perception of the United States as a country committed to peaceful space 
achievements “for all mankind.” Americans who were abroad at the time 
of the first Moon landings, U.S. diplomats, and Apollo astronauts return- 
ing from post-mission international tours all attested to an immense flow of 
admiration for the country that could accomplish such a feat. Senior State 
Department officer U. Alexis Johnson reported that “There is no question 
that the success of Apollo 11 mission did more to bolster prestige abroad 
than any single event since the termination of the Pacific War in 1945.” 
Johnson added a qualification, noting that “no one could hope or expect 
that the euphoric burst of enthusiasm felt by most of the world toward 
our country...could be long maintained—nor has it been.” According to 
Johnson, “we are left, however, with a very substantial residue of admiration 
and prestige. While benefits are impossible to measure in quantitative terms, 
these gains should be of very real value with respect to our posture in the 
world and our relations abroad for many years to come.””? John Kennedy 
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could not have hoped for a better report on the success of his 1961 lunar 
landing decision. 

One analyst of the Kennedy presidency has suggested that JFK’s “aggres- 
sive, militaristic, confrontational attitude” toward the Soviet Union made 
the world a riskier place during Kennedy’s brief time in office, as he “waged 
Cold War.”? Extending this judgment to the race to the Moon seems unjus- 
tified. By choosing a Cold War competitive arena that did not involve mili- 
tary or direct political confrontation, Kennedy channeled one dimension of 
the U.S.-Soviet rivalry into what some have described as “the moral equiva- 
lent of war,” rather than armed confrontation. 

As it turned out, however, during the Kennedy administration the United 
States was racing only itself to the Moon. We now know that while by 1963 
the Soviet Union had begun to develop a large space rocket capable of send- 
ing a cosmonaut to the Moon, it had not yet decided to use it for lunar 
missions. It was not until spring 1964 that Central Intelligence Agency 
(CIA) analysts identified activity at the Soviet launch site in central Asia as a 
launch complex for a very large rocket. Until then, the CIA in its intelligence 
estimates had basically assumed without supporting hard evidence that the 
Soviet Union was pursuing a lunar landing program, both because that was 
a logical extension of past Soviet space activities and because the United 
States had identified a lunar landing as the appropriate goal for human space 
flight and intelligence analysts reasoned that the Soviet would follow the 
same course.”* 

Kennedy was aware in 1961 that his decision to go to the Moon was 
being made without knowledge of Soviet space intentions; he decided that 
the prestige benefits of the lunar landing program required that the United 
States be first to the Moon, whether or not the Soviet Union was in the 
race. But he continually referred to U.S.-Soviet competition in going to the 
Moon in his public statements defending his decision. This was certainly 
the politically expedient thing to do; it would have been far more difficult 
to maintain political support for Apollo if the threat of Soviet competition 
had been absent. Several of President Kennedy’s advisers in 1962 and 1963 
alerted Kennedy to the lack of evidence in support of Soviet lunar intentions, 
and Kennedy was quite aware of the mid-1963 claims by Bernard Lovell 
that the Soviets did not have a lunar landing program. By then, he seems to 
have accepted James Webb’s argument that the U.S. lunar program was an 
extremely valuable focal point for developing overall U.S. space capability, 
and that it should proceed, cooperatively if possible but unilaterally if not, 
even if the Soviet Union did not have a similar program. 

Both during the Kennedy administration and during the rest of the 1960s 
(and even until today), critics have argued that the Apollo program was an 
unfortunate reflection of misplaced U.S. priorities. President Kennedy was 
aware of these criticisms, and in 1963 worked to prepare answers to the 
program’s doubters. Apollo came to culmination at a time when the United 
States was experiencing urban riots, civil rights conflicts, political assassina- 
tions, and a seemingly pointless war in Southeast Asia. Kennedy cannot be 
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faulted for not anticipating the domestic and international upheavals of the 
1960s that changed the social context in which the lunar landings actually 
took place. In starting Apollo, Kennedy gave more weight to the situation in 
1961 than to the longer-term situation in which the landings would actually 
take place. From his perspective in spring 1961, Apollo looked like the right 
thing to do. 

Allin all, then, an evaluation of Project Apollo in terms of the objectives 
that led John Kennedy to initiate and sustain it must be positive. Although 
it is impossible clearly to separate the positive impacts of Apollo from the 
many negatives of the decade of the 1960s, if not for the achievements of the 
U.S. space program at the end of the decade there would be little positive for 
Americans to remember from that time. 


Apollo’s Impact on the U.S. Space Program 


By contrast, the impact of Apollo on the evolution of the U.S. space program 
has on balance been negative. Apollo turned out to be a dead end undertak- 
ing in terms of human travel beyond the immediate vicinity of this planet; no 
human has left Earth orbit since the last Apollo mission in December 1972. 
Writing in 1970, I suggested that the capabilities developed for Apollo would 
have “broad and significant impacts on human existence in the decades to 
come.” Like many others close to the space program, I was caught up in the 
excitement of the initial lunar landings, and could not conceive of the pos- 
sibility that having served its political purposes, Apollo and whatever human 
exploration efforts might follow it would so rapidly be brought to a close. 

What happened, however, was that most of the Apollo hardware and asso- 
ciated capabilities, particularly the magnificent but very expensive Saturn 
V launcher, quickly became museum exhibits to remind us, soon after the 
fact, of what once was had been done. Commenting on this reality in 1989, 
Walter McDougall lamented the fate of Apollo: “a brilliant creation, carrying 
tremendous emotional baggage for the nation, achieved so quickly through 
such skilled and dedicated teamwork, only to be discarded, dismembered, or 
disinherited.” Columnist Charles Krauthammer at the time of the fortieth 
anniversary of the Apollo 11 mission in 2009 deplored the fact that humans 
have not returned to the Moon since the last Apollo mission: “On it are 
exactly 12 sets of human footprints—untouched, unchanged, abandoned. 
For the first time in history, the Moon is not just a mystery and a muse, but 
a nightly rebuke. A vigorous young president once summoned us to this new 
frontier, calling the voyage ‘the most hazardous and dangerous and greatest 
adventure on which man has ever embarked.’ And so we did it. We came. We 
saw. Then we retreated.””® 

This rapid retreat should not have come as a surprise to careful observers. 
By being first to the Moon, the United States achieved the goal that had 
provided the sustainable momentum that powered Apollo; after Apollo 11, 
that momentum very rapidly dissipated, and there was no other compelling 
rationale to continue. In 1969 and 1970, even as the initial lunar landing 
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missions were taking place, the White House canceled the final three planned 
trips to the Moon. President Richard Nixon had no stomach for what NASA 
proposed—a major post-Apollo program aimed at building a large space sta- 
tion in preparation for eventual (in the 1980s!) human missions to Mars. 
Instead, Nixon decreed, “we must think of them [space activities] as part of 
a continuing process...and not as a series of separate leaps, each requiring a 
massive concentration of energy. Space expenditures must take their proper 
place within a rigorous system of national priorities... What we do in space 
from here on in must become a normal and regular part of our national life 
and must therefore be planned in conjunction with all of the other undertak- 
ings which are important to us.”?° Nixon’s policy view quickly reduced the 
post-Apollo space budget to less than $3.5 billion per year, a budget alloca- 
tion one-quarter of what it had been at the peak of Apollo. There were in 
the 1960s proposals, called the Apollo Applications Program, to use Apollo 
hardware for a variety of Earth orbit and deep space missions. Only one of 
those missions, the Skylab space station, ever came to fruition; its May 1973 
launch was the last use of the Saturn V. The booster’s production line had 
been shut down in 1970. The 1975 Apollo-Soyuz Test Program mission was 
the last use of an Apollo spacecraft and the Saturn 1B launch vehicle. With 
the 1972 decision to begin the shuttle program, followed in 1984 with the 
related decision to develop a space station, the United States basically started 
over in human space flight, limiting itself to orbital activities in the near 
vicinity of Earth. 

The policy and technical decisions not to build on the hardware devel- 
oped for Apollo for follow-on space activities were inextricably linked to the 
character of President John Kennedy’s deadline for getting to the Moon— 
“before this decade is out.” By setting a firm deadline for the first lunar 
landing, Kennedy put NASA in the position of finding a technical approach 
to Apollo that gave the best chance of meeting that deadline. This in turn 
led to the development of the Saturn V launcher, the choice of the lunar orbit 
rendezvous approach for getting to the Moon, and the design of the Apollo 
spacecraft optimized for landing on the Moon. Perceptive observer Richard 
Lewis in 1968 spoke of the “Kennedy effect,” noting that 


the political decision to send men to the moon also led to unexpected results 
in the development of space technology... It has determined the priorities, the 
engineering designs, and the scientific objectives of the space program in this 
decade, and it is quite likely to control future space work for the remainder of 
this century. This unforeseen result might be called the Kennedy effect. While 
its intent at the beginning was to enlarge American competence in space, its 
implementation has built a Procrustean bed and the American space program 
has been severely mutilated to fit it.?” 


The consequences of selecting the lunar orbit approach to the Moon 
landing were of concern to Kennedy’s science adviser Jerome Wiesner as he 
opposed the LOR choice in 1962. President Kennedy in his determination 
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to be first to the Moon overruled Wiesner, a decision, as Lewis noted, with 
profound consequences for the space program. NASA during the second half 
of the 1960s became what James Webb had feared, a one-program agency; 
given the budget constraints of the period, there was no money available for 
major new starts on alternative programs. 

The “Kennedy effect” went well beyond rockets and spacecraft. The 
Apollo program created in NASA an organization oriented in the public and 
political eye toward human space flight and toward developing large-scale 
systems to achieving challenging goals. It created from Texas to Florida the 
institutional and facility base for such undertakings. With the White House 
rejection of ambitious post-Apollo space goals, NASA entered a four-decade 
identity crisis from which it has yet to emerge. Repetitive operation of the 
space shuttle and the extended process of developing an Earth-orbiting space 
station have not been satisfying substitutes for another Apollo-like under- 
taking. NASA has never totally adjusted to a lower priority in the overall 
scheme of national affairs; rather, as the Columbia Accident Investigation 
Board observed in its 2003 report, NASA became “an organization strain- 
ing to do too much with too little.”?8 All of this is an unfortunate heritage 
of John Kennedy’s race to the Moon. 

Yale University organizational sociologist Gary Brewer in 1989 observed 
that NASA during the Apollo program came close to being “a perfect 
place”—the best organization that human beings could create to accom- 
plish a particular goal. But, suggests Brewer, “perfect places do not last for 
long.” NASA “perfected itselfin the reality of Apollo, but that success is past 
and the lessons from it are now obsolete.” The NASA of 1989, according 
to Brewer, was “no longer a perfect place” and was “deeply troubled.” He 


added: 


The innocent clarity of purpose, the relatively easy and economically painless 
public consent, and the technical confidence [of Apollo]...are gone and will 
probably never occur again. Trying to recreate those by-gone moments by 
sloganeering, frightening, or appealing to mankind’s mystical needs for explo- 
ration and conquest seems somehow futile considering all that has happened 
since Jack Kennedy set the nation on course to the Moon. 


Brewer’s comments of more than two decades ago might usefully be 
applied to the twenty-first century NASA and its supportive space commu- 
nity, which still struggle to maintain the approach to human space flight 
developed during the Mercury, Gemini, and Apollo programs. It is well 
beyond the scope of this study to discuss the future of the U.S. space explo- 
ration program; the point to make here is that the conditions that made 
Apollo possible and the NASA of the 1960s a “perfect place” were unique 
and will not reoccur. I agree with Brewer’s conclusion that NASA needs 
“new ways of thinking, new people, and new means to come to terms and 
cope with social, economic, and political environments as challenging and 
harsh as deep space itself.”?? 
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Apollo and History 


The set of judgments that led President John F. Kennedy to decide to send 
Americans to the Moon combined lasting characteristics of the American peo- 
ple, a conviction of American exceptionalism and a mission derived from that 
conviction, the geopolitical situation of early 1961, and the individual values 
and style that Kennedy brought to the White House. Apollo was a product of 
a particular moment in time. Apollo is also a piece of lasting human history. Its 
most important significance may well be simply that it happened. Humans did 
travel to and explore another celestial body. Apollo will forever be a milestone 
in human experience, and particularly in the history of human exploration 
and perhaps eventual expansion. Because the first steps on the Moon were 
seen simultaneously in every part of the globe (with a few exceptions such 
as the Soviet Union), Apollo 11 was the first great exploratory voyage that 
was a shared human experience—what historian Daniel Boorstin called “pub- 
lic discovery.”° John Kennedy’s name will forever be linked with those first 
steps. Like other ventures into unknown territory, Apollo may not have fol- 
lowed the best route nor have been motivated by the same concerns that will 
stimulate future space exploration. But without someone going first, there can 
be no followers. In this sense, the Apollo astronauts were true pioneers. 





The iconic “Earthrise” picture taken on Christmas Eve 1968 by Apollo 8 astronaut Bill Anders 
as he and his crewmates became the first humans to orbit the Moon and to look back at their 
home planet from 240,000 miles away. (NASA photograph). 
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Leaving the Earth gave the Apollo astronauts the unique opportunity to 
look back at Earth and to share what they saw. The Apollo 8 “Earthrise” 
picture is surely one of the iconic images of the twentieth century. It allowed 
us, as poet Archibald McLeish noted at the time, “to see earth as it truly is, 
small and blue and beautiful in that eternal silence where it floats” and “to 
see ourselves as riders on the earth together, brothers on that bright loveli- 
ness in the eternal cold—brothers who truly know that they are brothers.”*! 
That perception alone cannot justify the costs of going to the Moon, but it 
stands as a major benefit from going there, one that has influenced human 
behavior in many ways. 

I hope that sometime in the future—if not in the coming decades then 
in the coming centuries—humans will once again choose to venture beyond 
the immediate vicinity of Earth. I believe that the urge to explore—to see 
what is over the next hill—is a fundamental attribute of at least some human 
cultures. Michael Collins, the Apollo 11 astronaut who remained in orbit 
as Armstrong and Aldrin experienced being on the Moon, has commented 
that the lasting justification for human space flight is “leaving”—going away 
from Earth to some distant destination. As future voyages of exploration are 
planned, I also hope that the United States chooses to be in the vanguard of 
a cooperative exploration effort involving countries from around the globe. 
There are two things I judge as certain, whenever those voyages take place. 
One is that they will not be like Apollo, a grand but costly unilateral effort 
racing against a firm deadline to reach a distant and challenging goal. The 
other is that President Kennedy’s name will be evoked as humans once again 
begin to travel away from Earth. As he said in September 1962, “We set 
sail on this new sea because there is new knowledge to be gained, and new 
rights to be won, and they must be won and used for the progress of all 
people.” John F. Kennedy, like the astronauts who traveled to the Moon 
during Apollo, was a true space pioneer. 
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